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F R E FACE. 



1 O form a habit of reasoning justly^ 
is one of the most important objects of 
education. Much has been done to pro- 
mote this object by writers on logic, 
and en the human understanding. Their 
writings, however, relate principally to 
reasoning on subjects of pure science^ 
and abstract truths, or the necessary re- 
lations of ideas. Little, comparatively, 
lias been written, to teach us how to 
reason on practical subjects; but that 
little is highly valuable. Mr, Locke, ia 
hiis Essay on the Human Understanding, 
has treated briefly on probability ; and 
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the author of the Port Royal Art of 
Thinking, has, at the latter end of his 
work, introduced two or three chapters 
on the application of reason to the events 
of human life. Both of these writers 
furnish useful observations on these sub- 
jects. Dr. Watts, in the second part of 
his Treatise on logic, and his book oa 
the Improvement of the Mind, has laid 
down many important rules to direct the 
judgment on practical questions. In the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica, also, under the 
head pf metaphysics, there are some just 
remarks, on the theory of observation, 
and testimony. And, Dr. Cariipbell, in 
his Philosophy of Rhetoric, has explained 
at considerable length, the theory of mo- 
ral evidence. 

• • • 

Were young men ^villing to take the 
pains of collecting from these, and other 
authors, all that they could meet with 
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on the subject of moral evidence, they 
might form, for themselves, a system 
sufficient to answer every desirable pur- 
pose. But this is scarcely to be ex- 
pected. For, in the course of education, 
the principal use of reason is in subjects 
purely scientific. It is not, therefore, 
surpii$ing that students should bestow 
their chief attention upon that use of it, 
and neglect, to a great degree, all those 
principles and rules of argumentation, 
'which they have then no occasion to 
apply. Hence, it may naturally be ex- 
pected, that, however well quajified they 
may be to argue on scientific subjects, 
they shoukl be incapable of reasoning 
justly on human events. When their edu- 
ca,tion is finished, it is scarcely to be sup- 
posed, that they would recur to those 
books, which they had formerly studied, 
to collect from them such information as 
they had hitherto neglected ; but which 
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they would now find of tjie g/eatest use 
in the conduct of life. Probably, very 
few men take this trouble ; and this is 
one cause, why so few reason correctly 
on questions which admit of no higher 
evidence than probabilitj\ 

It is, however, obvipus, that that use 
of reason, which teaches us how to re- 
^ulate our judgments, expectations, and 
conduct, must be much more important 
than that, which relates only to science. 
Of course, it ought to be studied with 
greater attention. But, this it never wiU 
be, unless it be studied professedly, 2^ a 
separate system. 

It may be thought, perhaps, that a 
;nan, who has foimed a habit of reason- 
ing justly on scientific subjects, will be 
es^pable of applying that habit to matters 
qf probability, without studying any sys- 
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tern of moral evidence. That the study 
and practice of demonstrative reasoning 
will be found of great use towards ac- 
quiring skill in moral evidence, is true. 
It is not meant, therefore, to discourage 
an application either to logic or to ma-, 
thematics. On the contrary, an appli- 
cation to both, is strongly recommended, 
as the best possible means of acquiring 
an ability of thinking closely and cor- 
rectly, and of reasoning conclusively. 
But, then it is true also, that this study 
will rarely be found sufficient to enable 
a nian to reason justly on probable sub 
jects; both because the principles in de- 
monstrative and moral reasoning differ 
much; and, because the mind that has 
been accustomed to yield its assent to 
demonstration only, generally finds great 
difficulty in being satisfied with a lower 
species of evidence. Hence arises that 
tendency to scepticisip, which has beeu 
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imputed to the s.tudy of mathematics. 
And, be^ce it is, tlmt the t^ransition, 
eyen from purq to mix^d mathematics^ 
i» ojPtqa attended with a want of that aa:^ 
ti^f^Qtioxi, which had hitherto been eur 
jpy^d. Both th©E!p are qccasioned by not 
considering, that diifercut subjects ad- 
i)(iit of differeijLt ki^s of evidence ; and 
by the mind's, not being accii^tomed to. 
yield its assent tp th^iLjt; Icitxd of eyideno^, 
of which 1h,e subje.ct admits. 

. ile^ who hay not attained the Igiow? 
lod^, and ^ccu^oined himself tp the vfcsf 
of correct and ^^^ pri^cipl^ of dieci^oii 
on the weight of evidence for matters of 
§ict, mijst engage in the inyestig^tion of 
naany impoytai^t que^tiopsj, such, for ia- 
sf ance, a^ the truth of Christianity, with^ 
gre^t disadvantage. The principles, Qfi, 
whiqh he ^vill be required to decide, be- 
ijig ]^e\5f to him^ \s^iU prohji^ly appear to^ 
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iave been fmmed merely for the occa- 
sion and witl therefore be suspicious. 
Sut bad he pursued this study with due 
(Attention, these principles would be fa- 
KuJitur to him ; he would have been ac- 
customed to apply them to various sub- 
jects, aud to see that they lead to correct 
conclusions. To him, tliereforc, they 
would afford both a safe and satisfac- 
tory grouad of decision on the question 
proposed. 

This study will, also, be a means of 
preservation from many errors in the or- 
dinary occurrences of life. Few practi- 
csil questions call for our decision, oa 
which we ari& not previously interested 
OA the ope side, or the other. The 
having to search for our principles of 
judgment, while under the influence of 
interest, must be aa inlet to delusion, 
ia additioa. to the danger of misapplying 
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them. But, if we have been accustomed 
to the use of certain fixed principles 
of evidence, they will naturally present 
themselves to our minds, when occasions 
for their application arise ; nor shall wc 
be able to decide inconsistently with' 
them, without being conscious of doing 
wrong. It would, therefore, be useful 
to acquire a knowledge of the principles 
of moral evidence, as well as of those of 
demonstration ; and, perhaps, to pursue 
the study of these different kinds of evi- 
dence at the saine time. 

The Author's motive for engaging in 
the discussion of this subject, was, his 
having observed persons of ability and 
education delude themselves as to the 
truth of facts, of importance to their mo- 
ral conduct, by applying to them princi- 
ples of reasoning, imsuited to the nature 
of the case. With the principles of de- 
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inon3tratiye reasoning, they were well ac* 
quainted ; but of those of moral cvklence 
they had not a sufficiently clear and set- 
Jjled l^now ledge, to put them on their 
guard against the delusions of inclina- 
tioai or interest in themselves, or the so- 
phiatiy of others. Hence, even their 
knowledge of morality, and the generql 
rectitude of their intentions, became of 
little avail to direct their conduct; for, 
^ error in the fact, is often ^ fatal to 
virtue, ;is an error ip the principles of 
morality. 

As there is no book written, profes- 
sedly, on this subject, (at least so far 
.as the Author of this Tract can learn,) 
.these hints are offered ; but not as new- 
thoughts. For, in the present advanced 
state of science, little that is new, can 
be expected on a subject of this nature. 
Nor are they proposed, as comprising a 
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complete system, but merely as an intrO" 
duction to the study of moral evidence. 

* To the learned Reader, if iny such 
should honour this Tract with a perusal^ 
an apology may be necessary for the dis- 
cussioi of subjects, which may appear 
too obvious to need explanation or proof. 
But, it should be observed, that this 
work' is intended for the use of those 
who are only beginners in the science of 
moral reasoning ; and that, -for their in- 
formation, it was necessary to explain, 
and prove, even such points as would be 
perfectly obvious to the more expe- 
rienced reasoner. This appeared to be 
the more requisite, because^ however 
obvious those points may be, many of 
them are too frequently neglected in 
practice, and that, by persons whose 
character gives great weight to their 
example. Hence it was desirable, that 
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the beginner should be furnished with 
a weight of proof, calculated to coun- 
terbalance such authority. 

To most readers, it will be necessary 
to apologize for the drjTiess of the book. 
Something of this must be attributed to 
the nature of its subject; for a treatise 
on the principles of reasoning, can 
scarcely be otherwise than dry. Yet, 
some of the blame may, perhaps, be due 
to the Author, for not having inter- 
spersed his work with a greater number 
of quotations, and interesting anecdotes, 
to relieve the fatigue of his reader. 
He would have done this, had it been in 
his power. But the nature of his situa- 
tion, and his constant engagement in an 
employ, which nearly engrosses his time, 
precluded his collecting, either from 
reading or conversation, such quotations 
or anecdotes, as would suit his purpose. 



CHAP. I. 

On the Nature of Moral Ex^dence: and 
, wherein it differs from Detnonstration, 

JVLORAL Evidence is that species of proof, 
Tvhich is ettiployed on subjects, directly or in- 
directly, connected with moral conduct. It is 
not, however, confined to such subjects ; but is 
extended to all those facts, and events, con* 
cerning which we do not obtain the evidence of 
sense, intuition, or demonstration, and to all the 
general truths which are deduced from ob$er« 
vatiofi. In these, it still retains the name of 
moral evidence^ a denomination which it seems 
to have derived from its benig ^empIoyed on 
subjects connected with moral conduct ; because 
(hey fonn the most important class of subjects 
to' which it is applicable. The evidence of 
morality must be carefnlly idtstinguished from 
iporal evidence. The former is^ that evidence 
by which any class of actions is proved to be 
virtuous or vicious ; the latter is that by which 
£icts or events are proved to be tru« or fake. 
These two species of evidoice are^ however, 
very frequently connected. For, monil con- 
duct requires, in most casef| an application of 

B 
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moral evidence, as the laws of morality can 
rarely be applied for the direction of our actions 
without a knowledge of facts. Thus, in order 
to apply the moral rule, that a man should 
pay his just debts, it is necessary to know what 
is a just debt; and, to ascertain. this will re- 
quire a knowledge of fects^ That, in politics, 
a man should support tliat party which has, in 
the greatest degree, justice on its side, is a 
moral duty; but, to determine which party 
that is, requires a knowledge of facts, as well 
as of the principles of justice. 

Moral Evidence and Demonstration differ in 
several particulars. 

1. They differ as to their subjects. De- 
monstration is employed about abstract truths, 
and the necessary ^relations of ideas. Of this 
kind are the properties of numbers and of geo- 
metrical figures; and, indeed, all subjects 
which are capable of being accurately e3> 
pressed by numbers, as extension, duration, 
weight, velocity, and force. But, the subjects 
«f moral evidence are matters of fact, and the 
(connections, whether constant er variable^ 
which subsist among things which actually 
exist. Thus, that Romulus founded Rome, 
that water freezes at the temperature of thirty- 
two degrees, that ^re softens wax but hardens 
clay, are truths within the province of moral 
evidence. 
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9, They difior as to the method in which 
'they are conducted. In demons! rat ion , we pro- 
ceed from known troths to those which are un« 
known by steps each of which is necessarily 
connected with that which precedes it. In .t 
moral proof there is no sucli necessary connec- 
tion between its parts. It gf^ncraliy cortsists of 
arguments which are wholly unconnected with 
each other; and where there exists a connexion 
between the arguments, that connexion is not a 
necessary, but only a probable one. Or, to ex- 
press this difTerentiy, a demonstrative proof 
consists of one series, each port of which is 
dependent on tliat which precedes it; but a 
moral proof generally consists of a number of 
independent arguments. Thus, the proof of . 
every proposition in Euclid's Elements consists 
of a series of arguments connected together in 
one chain, in which, if any one link fails, the 
proof fails. But the proof that the Romans 
were formerly in this island consists of various 
independent arguments; as, the testimony of 
«ach historian who mentions the fact, the 
Roman camps and roads, the remains of Roman 
buildings, the coins, and urns, the tessellated 
pavements, &c. These are so many arguments, 
each independent of the rest, but allconspirrng 
to prove the fact. 

3. In demonstration, it is not necessary to 
more than one side of a question ; ior;i 
m2 
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if, by a demonstration justly conducted, any 
proposition is proved to be true, it is of no 
consequence what may be urged against it; for, 
whatever is ofiered ap proof on the opposite 
side, must be a mere fallacy. But, in moral 
evidence, there are very frequently arguments 
of some weight on both sides ; and therefore, 
before we can decide, we must examine both 
si^' of the question, and give our assent to 
that bd which there appears to be the greatest 
weight of evidence. 

' 4.; 'Propositi<ms, contradictory tothosewhich 
are established by moral evidence, are merely 
'£ilse: but those which are contradictory to 
iBuch as may be demonstrated, ate not only 
&lse, but absurd also. Thus, the assertion that 
there is no such city as Pdua, though fidse, is 
yet not absurd ; for there was a time when it 
was true. But the proposition that ^ the three 
angles of a triangle are not equal to two right 
angles,' is not only false, but also involves in it 
an absurdity. 

5. There is a difference also in their force, 
or in the kind of assent which they jHnoduce. 
As, in demonstration, there is a necessary con- 
nexion between each successive step of the 
proof, the ideas compared are perceived to 
agree or disagree. But, in moral evid^ice, 
their agreement or disagreement is only pre- 
sumed; and that on proofi, which arc, in theic 



a ^iffitrt from JDcmomtraHon. 5 

oaturey fallible. The one, therefore, produces 
absolute certainty, the other only probable 
judgment, or at most, moral certainty. The 
probability may, indeed, rise so high as to 
exclude all reasonable doubt; still, however, 
it falls short of absolute certainty. 

6. As moral erUlcncc docs not produce 
certainty, no rules of moral evidence can be 
given, Hfhich will direct us how \o form an in- 
fiiUible judgment in any particular case. The 
utmost that can be accomplished, is to give 
such rules as will in most, though not in all 
cases, in which they are fairly applied, lead to 
a right conclusion. This is another difierencg 
between moral evidence and demonstration. 
For, as demonstration admits of certainty, so 
Tula are laid down, which in all cases capable 
of demonstration, will lead to truth. 

7. Demonstration does not admit of de- 
grees ; for certainty is the only assent, which- 
can be produced by it : but moral evidence may 
produce a variety of degrees of assent, from sus- 
picion io moral certainty. For, here, the degree 
of assent depends upon the degree in which the 
evidence on one side preponderates, or exceeds 
that on the other. And, as this preponderancy 
may vary almost infinitely, so likewise may the 
degrees of assent. For a few of these degrees, 
though but for a few, names have been invented.. 
Thus, when the evidence on one side pr«- 
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pondcrates a veij liUk,. tBere is ground for 
luspicioB, or conjecture. Presumption , per*- 
iuasion, l^elicf, conclusion,, conviction, moral 
certainty.; doubt, wavering, distrust, disbelief^, 
^ewords/vrhich- imply, an increase or decrease 
of this preponderancy. Some of these words 
also admit of epithets, Vrhich denote a further 
iQcrease or diminution. o£ the assent... 
. 8. Moral evidence admits, of an. sccumu-- 
Utbn q{ proofs, , and each independent argu* 
Bieut increases the weight of evidence on tlus 
irhole. Thus, the testimonies of concurrent' 
witnesses serve to increase the credibility of eacb: 
^tlMn:; and the endence. of .circumstances may, 
coafinn that of^ the witnesses^ But demonstra*- 

• 

tion admits of no accumulation of evidenoe;. 
fsr, .one just demonstration as effectually proves 
the truth of a proposition as many. If recourse -f 
be had to another, it is not to supply its def<;cts,. 
but only to ascertain tliat the former includes. 
no Suhe step, but has been regularly and cor* 
xectly conducted ; for, if it be defective, it is no 
proof at all, but a mere fallacy. 

9. In demonstration, we may reason safely« 
from a conclusion already established, and 
upon that establish a second conclusion. . This 
lo3, will furnish ground for further reasoning, 
and another conclusion : and thus we may pro- 
ceed to any extent that may be requisite. But, 
intjnoralevidcnce^ . we can seldom proceed witli 
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complete safety^ more tlian one step : the second 
step will be more uncertain tbaii tlie first ; and 
the tbird more uncertain stUl ; and so on. lor, 
the £rst conclivioa being not universally true, 
but true only in a certain proportion, out of a 
given number of cases, mc are in danger of 
l^uilding oar second process of reasoning on one 
of those cases in which it may fail. In our 
third process, we run two risks of assuming a 
false ground ; and in otir fourth process we run 
three ; and so on : whence it is evident, that it 
oaiHiot be completely safe to proceed more than 
one step. Or, to place this matter in a difTcrcnt 
light, the first conclusion is not certainly, but 
only probably true: The second tWU be pro* 
bable, only, on a supposition, that the first 
should, in the event, prove true: i. e. it is onl/ 
a probability- of a probability. And the tliird 
oonclusion will be probable, only on a suppo- 
sition, that both the former should prove true ; 
t\ e. it is the probability of a probability of a 
probability. Thus, in the progress, tlie un- 
certainty of the conclusion is continually en* 
creasing. To illustrate this point by an ex- 
axnple. It was thought, some years ago, that, 
if the treaty of Amiens had been fulfilled with 
regard to Malta, . iUe French would have ob- 
tained possession of that island, and in con* 
sequence would have regained t^gy^i^ and at- 
tl^cLed'Our possession^ in India. In order to« 

»-4^ 
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tlieir making lliis attack upon India, yre ma/* 
remark the necessity of the following erents at 
least : first, that they should gain Fiiich an influ- 
ence in Malta, as to be able to possess them- 
selves of the island : secondly, that they should* 
fit out, and st^nd to sea, a sufficient force to- 
conquf r Egypt, without our being able to pre-' 
Yont them : thirdly, that they should elude the* 
vigilnnce of our Aeets^ and arrive safely in* 
Egypt: fourthly, that they should gain a 
footirg in Egypt: fifthly, that they should'' 
estal)lish themselves there in sufficient security^ 
to undertake an expedition to India: and' 
sixthly, that they should arrive in India with' 
a force strong enough to attack us, notwith-- 
5!tanding the difficulty of procuring a fleet, the' 
dangers of the Red Sea, the vfgilance and' 
superiority of our fleets, or the difficulty of 
passing the Desert. Now, let the pirobability 
of each of these events, taken se])arately, be as 
two to one. Then, previous to the cession of 
Malta, the probability of their attacking us in 
India would be only as 64 to 665, whicli is less 
than as one to ten. Or, had there been an' 
equal chance of each of these events taken 
separately, the probability of the ultimate event 
would then have been only as 1 to 63. Had 
there been only two events in the series, and an 
equal chance of each separate event, the pro- 
bability of the ultimate event would have been 
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u I to 3; had there been three events, it 
i¥oaId have been as 1 to 7 ; had there been four, 
it would have been as I to 15 ; had there liern 
five, it would have been as 1 toSL In this 
example, the probability of each separate event 
is expressed in numbers. But, in practice, it 
will seldom be found possible to ascertain the 
probability of an event with sufficient exactness 
so to express it; and consequently the ulti- 
mate probability of any series of events can 
rarely be oilculated with precision. But, not- 
withstanding this, as, in every series, (in which 
the following events will certainly not happen) 
unless the preceding events should happen, 
the probability of each successive event is 
constantly less than of that which precedes if, 
in the same manner as in the example, though 
we may be unable to ascertain the precise 
amount of its decrease, the example will 
properly illustmte the point in hand. 

10, Moral evidence does not compel our 
assent,, as demonstration docs. If a man dis- 
pute a proposition which is demonstrated, it 
must be because be does not understand iVs 
proof. But on subjects which admit of morel 
evidence only, there will often be some ground 
to adopt cither side of the question. Hence, 
it affords an unfair opponent a plausible reason 
lor dissent, and that in various decrees, ac- 
cording to its diflferent kinds. Tlius, truths 
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founded on experience, or general notoriety, , 
may always be disputed. It also affords an 
opportunity to eloquent men to represent truth 
in the colours of falsehood, or falsehood in 
the colours of truth, so as to deceive all, /who 
are not extremely careful to detect their faU- 
lacies. 

11 A further difference consists iii the 
language which is used in them. In demon- - 
stration,, all the terms are accurately defined, - 
and are used always in the same sense. But^ . 
an moral evidence relates to more popular sub- 
jects, so those subjects are treated of in a 
popular, and not in a philosophical, language. . 
The terms are seldom accurately defined, ancj 
they are not always usdd in the same sense* 
Figures of speech are introduced, and all those 
rhetorical licences admitted, which contribute 
more to ornament^ than precision^ Hence, in 
moral evidence, we can rarely obtain as distinct ' 
a view, either of the question, or of the ar-- 
^ments, by which it is toibe proved, as in - 
demonstration.. 

From what h^s been said,' it is manifest that ' 
morat evidence is vastly inferior to demonstra-^ - 
tion» . Henee,. perhaps, some persons may con-- 
elude, that We study of it will be of little use. 
But, however inferior it rtay be to demonstra- 
tion, it is not possible to avoid using it con- 
•<^tly. , For, U is frequently -. the only light 
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sdforded us to form oar opinions of facts and 
16 regulate our conduct ivitli respect to tlienu 
Without attending, to it, we can ncitlier act, 
nor cease to act.- We cannot even subsist 
vithout acting upon it; since it cannot be 
demonstrated that our food will not i>oision, 
instead of nourishing us. Instead, tliercfore, 
of contemning it on account of its inferiority, 
it becomes us to improve to the utmost, the 
light which it affords, -by qualifying ourbclves 
to apply it as correctly as possible on every 
occasion. This must be iucuntbent, not only 
ou the student in science, but also on every 
man, whatever be his business or employment. 
Beside^ it may be observed, that the ne« 
cessity of acting on 'this infc^rior species of 
eyidence, is suited to the state in which we are 
pdaced: a state, hi which all the iiuulties 
i^ceired from our Creator, are put to the 
trial.* Now, the clear light of demonstra- 

* Were the proof of Revelation irreilstible, '< it wouM- 
<*' restrain the voluntary powers too much ; would not answer 
''^thc purpose of uial ^nd probation; would call for no eiercise 
'* of candouf) fciiousDesSy humility, inquiry ; no submission of 
** passions, ipterestrand prejudices to mora! evidence and t; pro* 
<' bable truth | no habits of reflection ; none of that urevious de* 
*' iire to .-learn and to obey the will f<f God, vnich formij 
<' pcrhapS] the test and the merit of the'vtitiio<JS principle.—— 
^ IrFciiatiDle cviJence wouH confound all chiiractert, anu ali 
** dispositions; would subverti' rather tHjir' promotey the true 
** purpose of ti.e olivine couiicrlsy which is' not to produce 
*' obedience by a force litcTc short of michanicil const-aint 
^' fvhich obcdicnc: would be regularity, not virtue, anu would 
*• nardly pcrhaj>s differ from th.»t which i nan imjitc bodies pay to 
'< the laws impressed u^on their nature) but to tieat moral agrnCi > 
** agreeably to what iliey are ; which is done when light and oiotlttt 
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iiony would be ill adapttil tp the trial of our 
understandings, on practical questions; be* 
cause, it could scarcely fail of compelling us 
to a right judgment, even in spite of the most 
perverse inclinations, or the greatest insin- 
cerity. But, being under the omddct of moral 
eyid^ice, our sincerity is continually pnt to 
the test. Hence, if a man wish to make his 
views of duty consist with his inclihation, or 
present interests, he can seldom, want a pretext 
lor so doing. And the greatest talents, natural 
or acquired, will not secure him against this 
delusion ; but, on the contrary, rathor proniote 
it ; for, they only furnish him with more able 
counsel to deceive himself and others. But^ 
•if he be sincerely desirous of knowing his duty, 
though he possess but ordinary abilities, he 
may generally attain the knowledge of it. 
For, notwithstanding the inferiority of moral 
evidence to demonstration, it is capable of 
affording sufficient proof to influence the 
judgnkont, and direct the conduct of any 
fea«Qiiab)e and honest man, who is disposed to 
nMtbe a fiiir iise of his talents. For, experience 
rihews that men err, luyt so much from the 
want of light, as because they are influenced 
hj their passions and interests. 

^< are of. such kinds, and are irnpnrted in Mch fneatures, thtt 

^ Ihe influence of them depends upon tbc recipient! themselves." 

Paiej*s fividiencca «f CbriiCtanhji a, 368^ and ^71. 
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' Two eztiemes have been fallen info, from 
liot duly attending to tlic dificrencc between 
moral evidence and demonstration. On the 
one hand, probable proof has been called de- 
hUMutration. When a writer has produced, 
in fiiToar of womt important point, a variety 
of reitfons, all of the probable kind, yet of 
great cogency, and has shewn, that all the 
Objections against it are either fallacious, or 
but of little weight, he often asserts that he has 
iemontiraied his position. He may, indeed, 
have so far proved it, as to have excluded 
all reasonable doubt ; yet he has, nevertheless, 
not demonstrated it. For, the highest degree 
of probability does net amount to a demonstra- 
tion; and nothing can be a demonstration j 
where there is not an intuitive, and necessary 
connexion between every successive step of 
the proof. This practice has, probably, arisen 
from an inclination to magnify every thing 
importanit; and, from a disposition to the use 
of figures of speech. As demonstration is the 
highest species of proof, when we have so 
fully proved any point, as to have excluded 
all reasNmable doubt, we say, by the figure 
hyperbole, that we have demontiratrd it. This, 
however, is improper; because things, which 
difier in their nature, ought to be distinguished 
by difierent names ; and when different names 
have bera invented for them, it ig wrong to 
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Goufound the tliiugs by. using the name of the " 
one for the other.- It haa, besides, a tciidencjr- 
te defeat its own-^nd ; fer, : with all, • who have 
been accust(Hned to • a more- accurate use of 
words, it is calculated rather* tir weaken, than 
to strengthen, -the force of th^^ piroc^j inasmuch '• 
afi it excites them to enquire, -not whether tho ' 
question has been proved by sufficient evidence, ^ 
but whether thereis aii^ intuitive and necessary 
connexion between each successive step of 'that 
proof: and, as it is evident that there is nosuch * 
eonnexLon, doubts are raised iu> their minds. 
On the other hand, -a i)osition,^ for which 
sufficient probable evidence is brought, is* 
pften denied to be proved. - TJiis happens most 
frequently when an opponent demands our 
f^«enttoiiomeppint> which seems unfavoiuable 
\o our present interests. But, thie word proofs 
ought not to be confined to- demonstration, <» 
any more than the name demonstration to be 
given to every- species oi-^oot. Lawyers 
hiEiTe their proofe, as well as mathematician^. 
And should a mathematician censure a lawyer^ - 
who had asserted that to be proved, fi>r which ^ 
sufficient evideuice, according to the established 
lulea of law, had bees^ adduced, because it 
hlul not been demonstratedy-he would be con- 
sidered as absurd* Divines, too, havj& their- 
proofis; and though they do not amoYint to^ 
^moastration, y^t, if they be ittfikcknt "to ex-» 
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cliide all reasonable doubt, they ought to be 
admitted to be proo&. In truili, wherever 
there is produced, io favour of any propositiouy 
tiie highest kind of evidence of which it ad- 
Qiitsy and in a sufficient degree ix} outweigh 
all tlmt can be urged against it, it may properly » 
1}e said to be proved. 



CHAP. 11. 

0h the different Kinds of Moral Evidence^ - 
with Obsercations on the- weight of each. 

XN tibus .clmpter^ it'is propojved, to inquire' 
into the different kinds of moral evidence ; the 
degree of credit which' is usually given to each 
kind; and this influence which each may rea-- 
sMMibly hare on our judgment. 

The fiist kind is. Observation or Experience.' 
The observation of a specific fact, or what, 
perhaps may, ■ in strict' propriety, .be called 
eKperience^.does not belong to this subject, 
but to a high^ species of evidence. Fop, if 
I ' can recollect that I observied a certain fact, 
} have the evidence of certainty^for its having 
existed, and not that of probability. But, the- 
observation or experience here intended, con- 
sists of the general conclusions^ which have 
been deduced: &oai various subjects of tlut 
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same kind. It is also personal observation^ 
I. e. it consists of the cOnclusicMis which a man 
has deduced from his own obseryation. 

The specific facts, which are the subjects of 
our obsenration, are all of them individuals; 
and taken ^eparatelj^ fnmbh as with mo other 
knowledge, than that of their own cxistaacet 
But, when we compare together the observa- 
tions which we have made on different facts 
of the same kind, we are enabled to draw from 
them general conclusions, which are applicable 
to particular cases. The nature of those con- 
clusions, the way In which they are deduced^ 
and the manner of applying them to particular 
cases, vary according to the nature of the 
subjects observed. 

On comparing together different facts of a 
similar kind, they appear to have been some- 
times uniform^ at other times varioWm Thus, 
the common operations of nature, as the eb- 
bing and flowing of the tides are perceived to 
be uniform. The same uniformity is observed 
in the properties of substances ; as the ductility 
and malleability of gold, the melting of lead 
in fire, and its sinking in water. But the state 
of the weather, the direction of the wind, the 
effects of many articles of focd and medicine, 
tlie success of most of the plans ancl operations^ 
in which men engage, are all observed to be 
wrious. Again, facts of some kinds will ap- 
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pear to be either uniform or various, according 
as our observation of them is more or Icsii ex- 
tensive. Thus, the moon, if obs* rved during 
the splice of only a few days, will exhibit 
great varicfy, both in the time of iU rising, 
and in the form in which it nppears ; and 
thence majr be called, as it has been by poetff^ 
^Mhe inconstant moon." liut, if the observa- 
tion be extended. to a longer period, these 
changes will appear to take place uniformly. 
Heuce, facts of this kmd may be properly 
considered as uniform. Thus, then, the sub^ 
jects of our observation may be reduced to 
two classes, viz. those which are uniform^ and' 
tiiose which are various. 
' First. In things that are uniform ^ general 
conclusions are drawn, by collecting those 
^ints in which' the uniformity is observed, 
neglecting those in which they have becnf 
perceived to differ, and making those uniform 
points the predicate of a proposition of which 
the things themselves arc the subject.* 1'hus,^ 
on comparing our observations of the sun, we 
find that every day it rose and set, sometimes 
involved in clouds, at others shining with 

- * For tbe information of thote who are wholly unacquainted 
with logic, it may be necessary to observe, that a proposition it . 
a sentence, in which any thing is affirmed, or denied of another 
thing; that. the subject of a proposition is that, concerning, 
which any thing is affirmed or denied and that its predicate It 
that vbich it affirmed or denied of the subject. Thus, ** Plato- 
<' was a philosopher," is a propcsition, of which Plato is the iub« 
ject, and Philosopher is the prcdi<;«Ce. * 
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spleudour. Neglecting, then, the circumstances 
in which it differed, ancl attending to those 
only in -which it was uniform, we deduce 
this gencml conclusion, Ihat the sun rises and- 
sets every day. Or, recollecting that all the 
masses of gold which we have cvier soen, 
however various their forms, were yet yellow, 
Qud very heavy; neglecting the varieties of 
their forms, we infer, that a yellow colour, and 
great weight, arc properties of gold. Thia^ 
species of reasoning is c(dled>by logicians, an 
ioductipn of particulitr facts of the same nature. 

The conclusions, . thus drawn from uniform 
subjects, are general truths^- Thus, it is a 
general truth, that night succeeds day, and' 
day night; that Spring, Summer, Autumn, < 
and Winter, follow each other in regular suc- 
cession; that iron sinks in. water; and that 
wax melts in fire. 

In applying these general conclusions, we 
learn what to expect in every particular case ; 
and the expectations, founded upon them, are 
attended with a high degree of' moral evidence. 

But, it should be remarked, that the more 
frequently we have repeated our observations^ 
of uniform subjects, and the more various the 
circumstances are, under which they have 
been made, the more correct w'ill our con*- 
elusions be, and the more safely may they b#-* 
applied to particular cases. - 



it will, perhaps, be objected io tliis theory, 
that it is a rule amount philosophers, that one 
GorjiQGt cxperiineat is sui&cient to establish a 
general trutli. Wbetlier ihiv rule be, or be 
not, just, it will, when duly considered , be 
fi>und not at all ineonsistent with what has 
been adyanccd. We arc here speaking of the 
Goaclusions, which a man may be able to de- 
duce from his own personal observation, un- 
94sii>ted by any infomuition derived from others. 
Their rule supposes the experimentalist to be 
pofiseaaed of much previous information, de* 
Eifed, i!K>.t only from his own experience, but 
from the general observation of mankind. 
When a philosopher draws from experiment 
9 general conclusion respecting the properties 
of any substance, he presumes that that identical 
substance, . on wliich he tried his experiment, 
possessed exactly the same qualities with aU 
Qtherft. which are considered as of the same 
nature;. Thus, if he would determine the spe«- 
oifio: gravity of pure gold, he must presume 
that the gold,, which he uses for the purpose, 
possesses the same prppertises with all other 
pure gold. Now, on what is this presumption 
jfbuuded ? A man, just engiiging in researches 
into, nature, and unacquainted witli the dis- 
coveries of others, could not s»fdy presume 
this, lie could not yoi know, that such is the 
Wiiformitj^ of nature iu her operations, . thati 
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the -same qnalities would be fomd in punrgoEd^ 
at all times^ and in e^eiy part of the world. 
But since, by the experience of many age?, 
the fact of this nniformitj of nature has been 
established, the philosopher assumes it as the 
basis of his reasonings, toid draws his con« 
elusions from it, with perfect satisfaction. The 
conchision^ therefore, drawn from a single ex^ 
periment, is not, strictly 3peaking, dependent 
on that experiment alone, to the exclusicm . of 
all other information on the subjects of nature. 
On the contrary, it pre-snppose» an expericnoa 
of vast extent, derived from the.genaral obaor* 
TOtton of mankind. 

As no man can be supposed to be at this time 
entirely unacquainted with the general expe-» 
rience of mankind, it may be asked, of nAkaJt 
use it can be to lay down directions applicable- 
only to a state of ignorance ? I answer, that in 
order to understand rightly the subject of per* 
sonal observation, it is necessary to consider 
it simply, as it is in itself, unconnected witk 
the information derived from ether sources* 
When it is cleariy understood in this simple 
state, it will be understood, with greater ease, 
and correctness, when combined with that in- 
formation. It will then be more easily per- 
ceived for what part of our knowledge we are 
indebted to our own unassisted efforts^; anc^ 
also, in what manner we must proceed in those 



cnquirieB^ which must be oonducted by our 
own penonal obflervation. 
. That anbjects which have been observed to 
beanifarm, do, infect, excite an expectation 
of the continuance of the same event under 
the same circumstances, is confirmed bj expe- 
rience. It is evident, that they produce this 
effisct in children, .even in their earlict»t infancy^ 
when, if they exercise reason at all, it must bt 
only in the slightest degree. It is by this effect 
of experience, that they must learn the meaning 
of words. For, as there is no natural con- 
nexion between things, and the names by which 
they are called, it can be only by observing, 
that the persons, who surround them, constantly 
connect a certain sound with a certain object, 
that they can learn to regard that sound as its 
name. This information cannot, at first, be 
conveyed to them by words; because they are, 
as yet J unacquainted with the words necessary 
for that purpose. Experience operates in the 
aame way, also, upon brutes; and by this 
means dogs, for instance, are taught so fiur to 
understand the meaning of certain sounds, as 
to be able to execute the commands of their 
masters in various particubui. As to the ex« 
istence, then, of the fact, there can be no 
doubt ; but the principles upon which this fact 
d^ends, have never, (so far as the author of 
this tract can leam^) been satisfectoiily assigned. 
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Some have af tcnrpfed to account for it on tht 
principle of association. But it docs not ap« 
I>ear that the association of ideas naturally ex- 
cites an expectation of our finding their objects 
always connected together. Having met a friend 
at a certain inn, I have associated the idea oiF 
the inn, witli that of my friend; biit this as- 
sociation excites in me no expectation of my al- 
ways meeting him there ; or even of my meeting 
him there at any particular time, unless I hav6 
some other reason to expect it. 

This subject was thus stated in the first edilioil 
of this tract. But, on further consideration^ 
a doubt has arisen, whether this fact may not 
be justly accounted for by association: and 
whether the want of the expectation of finding 
those objects always connected together in fact, 
whose ideas arc associated in the mind, ought 
not to be attributed to the corrections of ex* 
perience. When an idea is by any means re- 
called by memory, it comes, not abstractedly, 
but attended by all those circumstances, with 
which -it was accompanied, when it was first 
present to the mind. The principal idea is, 
perhaps, never presented on recollection to the 
mind of an infant without its accessories; 
and thus both principal and accessories appear 
to it to make up only one compound idea: 
and consequently one part of this compound 
idea would seem to imply the presence of th« 
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The infant ivould, perhaps, continue to 
Te;^rd them as one compound idea (or, in 
'Other words, would always expect to find those 
•objects connected in fact, whose ideas had bren 
thus -associated in its mind) were it not« that 
it oflcn meets with the one without the others ; 
and thus, it learns by exjieriencc, that the 
.association of ideas will not always warrant 
;the expectation of finding their objects con- 
nected together. Or, to speak more correctly, 
it finds' tliat certain objects, whose ideas are 
associated, are always connected in fact; but 
that certain other objects, whose ideas are also 
associated, are not always connected in fact. 
In regard to the former objects, the expectation 
of finding them always connected continues to 
•.prevail ; but, in rc^rd tothe latter, its expecta- 
tion of finding them connected will be stronger 
wor weaker in proportion as it has more or or less 
^frequently observed them so connected. 

Whether this, or indeed any other mode of 
accounting for the fact, be, or be not, true, 
it seems impossible to determine by experiment. 
'For, -we can neither recollect the processes of 
our own minds in infancy, nor ascertain the 
processes t)f the minds of other infants, with 
sufficient correctness to decide. the question. 
AH, therefore, that can be itdvanced on this 
point must be hypothesis. But very for- 
tunately the rules <tf reasMing are ndt at all 
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dependent on the modes of accounting for ibis 
fact/ or indeed for any other of the. more 
secret operations of the mind. They are to 
be regarded as matters of curious speculation, 
rather than as of practical importance. If the 
reasonableness of the expectation of the same 
event under similar circumstances be inquired 
into, it will be found to be grounded on the 
presumption, that what has been observed to 
be uniform, depends on some established law 
of nature : and the evidence, which we have 
for the existence of these laws of nature, is 
^e general experience of mankind* 

Secondly. The .other class of fiicts, are 
those which have been observed to happen 
variously. Conclusions are drawn from our 
observation of these, by collecting together, 
into one sum, all those instances in which 
we have perceived them to exist in a certain 
way; and, into another sum, all tJhose in 
which we observed them to exist in a diffievent 
way; and then, comparing these sums. to* 
gether, to determine the ratio which th^ bear 
to each other. If the instances on each side 
be equal in number, we conclude, that the 
general nature of the &ct is uncertain. When 
they are unequal, we conclude, that that is the 
more general nature of the fact, which is con* 
formable to the side on which the excess lies ; 
and eur conclusioa becomes so. much the 
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•Ironger, in pioportioa as the instances on the 
one side, aie found to be more numerous than 
tihose on the other. 

In applying these conclusions to particular 
caseiy where the instances on each side have 
been observed to be equal in number, we form 
no ezpectatiim at all in what way the event will 
happen in any proposed case, but re^rd.it as 
a matter of equid chance, or perfect indifference. 
Bat, when the instances on one side have been 
observed to exceed those on the other, we uatu* 
rally form some decree of expectation, that 
they will happen in each proposed case, as we 
have most frequently observed them. And the 
greater the ratio is, which those on the one 
side bear to those on the other, the 'stronger 
is this expectation. 

Thus, for example, if out of a great num* 
ber of instances, in which men had eaten of 
a certain fruit, those in which it had proved 
harmless, were exactly equal in number with 
those, in which it had proved injurious, it 
would be considered as a mvdtsr of absolute 
uncertmntt/j whether or not it would injure a 
person, who was going to eat of it. If rather 
more had heca injured by it, than not, it would 
be considered as probable^ that it would injui^ 
him. But, if very few out of the number had 
•scaped injury, it would then be regarded ar 
highly probable that he w<Nild be injured by it 

c 
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As the' ratio, Tvhich the instanees on each 
side bear to each other, may vary almost in- 
finitely, so may the degrees of expectation or 
probability vary almost infinitely, from the 
confines of moral certainty to those of ab- 
solute uncertainty. 

In forming our expectations from facts, tirhich 
we have observed to be various, we presume, 
that the event is directed by some cause, known j 
or unknown, which, thougli it be not suffi- 
ciently powerful always to controul the event, 
but may sometimes be overcome by some un- 
known circumstances, yet always tends to make 
it happen one way, rather than the others 

Before we quit this part of the subject U 
may be remarked, that we often recollect tlic 
general conclusions which we have deduced, 
when we have forgotten .the particular subjects 
from which we deduced them. This happens 
especially when the «subject bad in it nothing 
new, or surprising, and was attended by no 
circumstances^ which by association had fixed 
themsdves in our minds. Thus, a man who 
had rarely seen a certain pho^nomenon in nar 
ture, or curious experiment in diemistry, 
would not only recollect it, bu^t also the cir- 
cumstances of time,. place, and persons, which 
accompanied it. Whereas, he, who had fre- 
quently seen such things, miglit recollect little 
of thos« circumstances 3 though he clearly r^ 
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membered the general conclusions, ivhich \\% 
had deduced from them. The one he ivould 
treasure up in his memory, as of importance 
to be recollected ; while he would neglect the 
other, as of no c<Niscquencc. 



The second kind of moral evidenoe, \o bt 
considered, is Testimony. 

Testimony, is either divine, or human. Di- 
vine testimony, when evidently such, produces 
perfect certainty. For, whatever God says, 
must be true. It, therefore, belongs to a higher 
I species of evidence, than that which is the 
subject of this tract. But then, it must be 
ascertained, that what is affirmed io be the 
word of God, is really God's word : and this 
inquiry must be conducted on the principles 
of moral evidence. On these principles, the 
authenticity of the bible has often been in- 
vestigated, and proved, with an accumulation 
of evidence, of which no other fact in the 
world ever admitted. 

Human testimony, is the evidence of a per* 
son, who declares that he himself observed a 
certain fact or event. - 

It is the evidence of one witness, or of more. 
Each separate witness, if he be really an inde- 
pendent or original witness, strengthens the 
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eyidence. But before it be admitted, that the 
evidence is thus confinned, it should be ascer* 
tained that they are really indqiendait wit* 
nesses. For, if the second witness did not ob* 
•enre the fact himself, but assented to it only 
on the testimony of the former, his evidence 
should be disregarded, and the subject rests on 
the testimony of the first. But, on the con- 
trary, if they should both be found to be 
original witnesses of the fact, the evidence 
would then be strengthened in a much greater 
proportion than that of two to one; for the 
c(Hncidence of their testimony is to be taken 
into the account, as well as the separate wdght 
•f each. And indeed, in many cases, in which 
either of the two evidences, taken separately^ 
would produce scarcely any conviction, their 
C(mcurrence, if they be known to be inde* 
pendait witnesses, might produce nearly moral 
certainty. The same observation applies, and 
with greater force, as the number of inde* 
pendent concurrent witnesses encreases. For it 
is more extraordinary, that many should coin- 
cide in their observation, and account of the 
same fact, than that two should; and that 
in a much greater degree, than in the pro« 
portion of their numbers. 

Testimony may, also, be either direct, or 
incidental. Direct testimony, is the evidence 
which is professedly delivered on a certain sub^ 
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jecir Incidental testimony, ift tbat which m 
casually introduced on one subject, in the 
course of an eyidence, or discoursci professedly 
delivered on another. It is of {greater weight 
than direct testimony, because being casually 
introduced, it is less susceptible of a deliberate 
intention to deceiye. And, it is of the greatest 
weight when the subject, casually introduced, 
is spoken of as known by the person, to whom 
the discourse, is addressed, and an inference, 
er further information, is grounded upon it; 
because it is improbable, that a man would 
speak of a fact, which he was conscious was 
fidse, as known by the person whom he ad* 
dressed; since he could not expect it to bt 
believed,. but must be sensible that he should 
thereby weaken the force of the rest of his 
discourse, if not provoke a public exposure. 

Further, testimony is either simple, or con- 
firmed by oath. The former is the only testi- 
mony which the ordinary events of human life 
affiird. And, though many of these events 
may be of the highest importance, yet they 
admit of no other. On this we form our 
judgment of almost all facts, past or present, 
which do not admit of personal observation. 
Testimony, confirmed by oath, is nearly con- 
fined to judicial proceedings. Besides the 
ordinary weight of evidence, arising from the 
competency and presumed veracity of the wit- 
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ness, it introduces a solemn appeal to God, as 
a witness of tlie truth of what is affirmed, and 
implies a sort of self-execration, if it be 
false. The effect of this, solemnity upon the 
minds of all who are not in an unusual degre© 
void of religitn, the superior guilt of perjury 
to a common lie in the judgment of all man- 
kind, the punishment which it incurs if de- 
tected, and the infamy* with which it is fol- 
lowed, all combine to confirm an evidence de- 
livered upon oath. Thus an oath for confir«» 
mation is to men an end of all strife. 

JLastl^, testimony is either spoken or written. 
In^some cases, written testimony is of greater 
weight than unwritten. Thus, an account in 
writing of words spoken long ago, if written 
near the time when they were delivered, is 
more likely to be correct, than one given from 
memory. So also any intricate subject, con- 
sisting of a variety of circumstances, is likely 
to be stated with greater accuracy, if it were 
committed to writing soon after it took place, 

* This infamy has probably as rrvuch influence on men, as all 
the other causes together: for, excepting our immediate tntcrci< 
. or gratification, and often not excepting even these, the chief 
' principle of human conduct is, as Mr. Locke observes, the Law" 
. of Reputntion. Hence it is to be lamented, that such distinc- 
tions should have prevailed, respecting the nature of oaths, as 
lend, in some cases, to lessen the infamy of perjury. In regard 
to those oaths, on which the security of the {property and lives of 
men depend, that infamy continues unimpaired, and theiefore 
produces beneficial effects. But, in respect to Custom House, 
£xcise, and Election Oaths, it seems much diminished ; conse- 
quently, in those cases, the Law of Reputation checks the com* 
missioQ of perjury only in a slight degree. 



Testimony. 31 

Ihaii if trusted to recollection. The terras of 
a written contract, also, may be mprc safclj 
relied upon, than those of a verbal one; be- 
cause, if any of those terms happen to be 
forgotten, men are too apt io enierlain opinions, 
favourable to their own interests, in their steiid : 
besides, that an unforeseen change of circum- 
stances often makes a change in tlieir inlerests, 
which they are too apt to favour in the account 
of their engagements. In some respects, how- 
ever, viva voce evidence is entitlal to greater 
credit than written : because it does not admit 
of so much contrivance to deceive : because 
it is subject to cross-examination : and because 
the countenance, voice, and manner of speech 
of the witnesses, afford some indications of 
their veracity or fklseliood. Added to all this, 
in written evidence it is requisite to ascertain, 
that it is really the writing of the person, to 
whom it is attributed. 

On tlie principle on which credit is given to 
testimony, various opinions have been enter- 
tained : which are mentioned in the Encyclo- 
paedia^ Britannica,. vol. ii. p. 532. Hume's 
opinion is, that experience is the sole ground ^ 
of faith in testimony. To confute this. Camp- .. 
bell contends, that experience is the foundation . 
of dii]Jdence, rather than confidence, in testi- 
mony ; for infancy is credulous, and old age 
distrustful ; and maintains that testimony has a 
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natural and original influence on belief. Reid 
says, that there are two principles implanted 
in our nature which correspond wiUi each 
other : first, a propensity to speak the truth ; 
and secondly, a disposition to confide in the 
veracity of others; To speak truth, he con- 
siders as natural and instinctive, and as re- 
quiring no art) ioducement or temptation, but 
only to yield to a natural impulse, hying^ 
dn the contrary, he r^ards as doing violence 
to nature, and as never practised, even by 
the worst of men, without some temptation. 
The author of this article in the EncyclopaBdia, 
censures the representing of the speaking of 
truth as instinctive; because, as words axe 
arbitrary signs, no instinctive connexion, can 
ever have been formed between such signs 
and ideas. His opinion is," that, though there 
be no natural connexion betweai words and 
ideas, yet that words are so strongly associated 
to ideas, that, without a violent effort of the 
speaker to the contrary, they must always 
be in conformity with each other, that, hence, 
it is impossible, that a man should, without 
some effort, speak any thing but truth: for 
the ideas, of what he has seen or heard, are 
not of his own manufacture: but are gene* 
rated by external objects; and till they be 
effaced from the memory, they must always, 
by the law of association^ make their ap- 
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pearance there with all their mntual idations^ 
and in their proper dress. It may, howcrer^ 
be lemarkedy that this author has not dis« 
tinguished between the intention to speak truth, 
and the meam^ ox zDords^ by which that in* 
tention is to be executed. Though the latter 
be arbitrary ; yet, the fonner may be instinc* 
tive. Another solution is that given in the 
Eclectic Review for May, 1807, p. 426, " The 
** experience of children (for in the very worst 
^^ society, every child hears probably a hun* 
^^ dred truths for one falsehood) and the in- 
^' comparably greater facility of relating from 
<' memory than from invention, are quite suf- 
.^' ficient io account for the tendencies to ere* 
^' dttlity and veracity, without supposing dis- 
^^ tinct principles in the constitution of the 
^^ mind: and if these causes are competent 
^^ to the effects, it is unphilosophical to seek 
'^ for others." This solution, which agrees 
in part with Hume's, seems the most probable. 
Crffeat part of our knowledge is, in childhood, 
obtained by testimony. We then believe al- 
most every thing that is told us by our parents, 
or our nurses. This, though liable to abuse, 
is nevertheless a wise provision, as it is a 
means of furnishing us with information, which 
we could not otherwise obtain, but which may 
be necessary for our security then, or as a 
preparatiwi for future improvement. At an 
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early period, we find, that not all that is^told 
us is true; which tends to weaken our implicit 
reliance on testimony. This, at first, extends 
only to particular things, in which we have 
been deceived.. Then, perhaps, it applies to 
particular persons, whose falsehoods we have 
liad frequent opportunities of detecting. But, 
as in our progress, we find, that instances 
of deception are not confined to particular 
subjects, or particular persons, we gradually 
learn to suspect testimony more and more. 
Still, as we grow older, we become even more 
suspicious of it ; and learn by experience, that 
it is necessary to restrict our belief in it by 
certain rules. Thus, as our ability of ob- 
taining knowledge, by other means, increases, 
pur implicit reliance on testimony gives way 
to a more rational belief in it. But, though 
our disposition to credit it be in some Hieasure 
controuled by experience, it is seldom regu* 
lated by it sufficiently. For notwithstanding 
the suspicions, which frequent deceptions oc- 
casion, that disposition to credit testimony is 
«tili so strong in most men, that they cannot 
help giving more credit than is due, even 
to those who are known to allow themselves 
to deviate from truth ; the inconveniences of 
which they often feel. On the other hand, 
there appears, in a few men, a strong dis- 
position to discredit testimony^ at least on 
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certain subjects. But, an implicit belief of 
testimony, and a detennincHl rejection of it, 
are both extremes; bi*twecu which there is 
a just mean to be. observed. There arc rules, 
which, if carefully applied, will generally en- 
able us to determine, with tolerable accuracy, 
when it may safely be -credited, and when not. 
These rules must be sought from experience. 
In Qur intercourse with mankind, we observe, 
that they generally speak the truth, except 
when they are influenced by prejudice, interest, 
or passion; but that, when they are under 
the influence of either of these, they frequently 
attempt to deceive. Ilcnce, if we may rea- 
sonably presume, that in tlie testimony, which 
a witness gives, his mind is wholly unbiassed; 
he may generally be regarded as worthy of 
credit, but not other^vise. 

Thus, it appears, thatthecredibility of testi- 
mony if it be not originally derived from 
experience, is yet restricted by it to certain 
circumstances, and under these circumstances. 
is confirmed by it. 



We are often informed of things, not by the 
person who observed them himself, but by one 
who was informed of them by the observer; 
and frequently the information passes through 
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seyeral hands before it reaches us* If all the 
persons, through whom the information lias 
passed, be known, this, for the sake of dis- 
tinction, may be called Remote Testimony; 
but, if they be unknown, it is mere Report. 
The weight of this kind of evidence is less 
than that of immediate testimony; and the 
greater the number of persons is, through 
whom the information has passed, the less 
credit does it deserve. Because, there is then 
so much the greater danger of thdr having 
misunderstood each other; and because the 
risk of misrepresentation, or of intentional de- 
ception, which are common to all testimony, 
is repeated as often as the information passes 
from one person to another. 



The third species of m(Nral evidence, is of a 
mixt kind, possessing partly the nature of per- 
sonal observation, and partly that of testimony. 
It is that by which we learn from others, those 
general conclusions which they have deduced 
by the observation of a variety of facts of the 
same kind. It differs from the first kind; 
because that relates to the general conclusions 
which we deduce by our own personal observa* 
tion. And, it differs from testimony; because 
that relates to the specific facts which vxx 
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informer has observed, and not to the general 
conclusions which he has deduced. 

Here, also, it should be noticed, that the 
subjects observed, may have been perceived to 
be eitber uniform or various; and nearly the 
same remarks may be made upon each, which 
haye been made already, under the head of 
Personal Observation. 

A very considerable part of the knowledge 
possessed by men, even of good education, is 
thus obtained. For, human life is too short, 
and the opportunities of most men too few, 
to furnish them with sufficient knowledge, by 
personal observation. 

The weight of evidence to be attributed to 
the - information thus obtained, depends on 
several circumstances. 

The nature of the subjects is one of these. 
Many subjects are level to the capacity of every 
man. Here, no doubt can arise on account of 
the difficulty of making the observations. Of 
subjects, not so obvious as these, some are 
capable of more accurate observation than 
others. Thus, general truths in chemistry 
inay be more easily ascertained, than in agri* 
culture; because the circumstances of the ex- 
periments admit of being regulated at discre- 
tion in the one, but not in the other; and, 
because the experiments in the former are 
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terminated in a sliorter space of time, than 
those in the latter. 

Much ako depends on the character of the 
observers. Our knowledge of the ability of 
our informer, of his care and accuracy in 
forming his judgment, and his usual regard 
to veracity, will greatly influence our reliance 
upon his information. The members also, of 
some professions, are, from their education 
and habits, more capable of accurate observa- 
tion, than those of others. Thus, experi- 
mental philosophers are more able observers 
than farmers. The relations of the one are 
also more worthy of credit, than those of the 
Qthers; both, because there is a connexion 
between accuracy of observation, and fidelity 
in relation; while they who judge at random^ 
generally either speak at random, or supply 
the defects of their observation by invention ; 
and because a mis-statement in subjects, which 
admit of greater accuracy, is more easily de- 
tected, and attended with greater disgrace^ 
than in those which are more vague. 

The number of our informers, is another cir-^ 
cumstance, by which the credibility of their 
information is regulated. This depends, not 
only on the principle which regulates belief 
in testimony, but also, on its being less pro- 
bable, that several persons should be mistaken 
in the geneoil concliisions, which they have 



Observaiion of others. 3t 

drawn from their observations^ than one. 
This remark, however, supposes the subject 
to be such, that the observers are competent 
judges of it; otherwise, the information of one 
person, whose skill and general veracity are 
known, is more worthy of belief, than that 
of many, of very inferior capacity and credit. 
When the same information is delivered by 
all, so far as we can learn, wlio have had op- 
portunity of observing the subject, we have 
then the strongest proof, of which this species 
of evidence, taken alone, can admit. This, 
however, -is capable of being increased by our 
own personal observation. For when, by this 
means, we have deduced the same conclusions, 
which we have learnt from others; we are 
more fully convinced of their truth, than if 
we had received them upon their information 
alone. For instance, he, who has tried ex* 
perimaits in chemistry, natural philosophy, 
or electricity, has a firmer conviction of their 
truth, than he who has only read of them. 
Thus, these two species of evidence, when 
they concur, very much confinn each other. 
And, when our own pergonal observation has 
been both constant and extensive, and also 
coincides with the experience' of all, whose 
observations on the subject we have ever known, 
we have the highest d^ree of proof, of which 
the subjects of moral evidence arc capable; 
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and our assent rises to moral certainty. For, 
"whatever coincides with our own constant and 
extensive experience, and that of all other 
men, s > far as we can learn, we may conclude, 
to happen according to some established law 
of nature; and therefore, not to be subject 
to those contingencies, to which other events 
are liable. It is thus, that we are satisfied of 
the truth of certain propositions respecting the 
common operations ' of nature, and the pro- 
perties of substances ; as, that the sea dbbs 
and flows, that the sun rises and sets, that 
lead sinks in water, and melts ii^ fire. That 
these propositions are true, no doubt can be 
entertained. Yet, even this evidence, great 
as it is, &lls short of demonstration ; and that, 
whether the propositions affirm the properties 
ef their subjects as general truths, or their 
events in particular cases. If they affirm the 
properties of their subjects as general truths, 
the evidence depends on my own observation, 
and that of others. Now, my own observa- 
tion, however constant, must necessarily be 
very limited. My inference must, therefore, 
be drawn from a very small number of cases, 
compared with those, which actually exists 
consequently, it is possible, that the subject 
may not be constant; though I have never 
seen it otherwise. The same may be said of 
the other persons, whose observations coincide 
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with mine, both severally and collcctivdj* 
For the subjects, which have been observed 
by all the persons, whose judgment I have 
been able to collect, must be but a small part 
of those of the same kind which exist. 
Added to this, their observations have been 
communicated to me by testimony ; and it is 
possible, that their testimony may be false. 
For such a proposition, therefore, I cannot 
i^ttain certainty; consequently, the evidence 
&1I8 short of demonstration. A remarkable 
instance of failure in a proof of this kind oc- 
curs in the well-known case of the kijig of 
Siam, who rejected the evidence of the Dutch 
Ambassador, for the existence of ice. His 
own constant experience, and that of all others, 
so far as he could learn, were in direct con- 
tradiction to the Ambassador's assertion. He 
had, therefore, as strong reason for disbelieving 
it, as the most constant experience could af- 
ford ; yet he was mistaken. 

This evidence is, also, inferior to demonstra- 
ticm, if the propositions affirm the event of 
things in particular cases ; for, as it was ob- 
served, the conclusion, which my own con- 
stant experience, and that of others, affords, 
respecting these events, is that they happen 
according to some established law of nature. 
Now, the laws of nature depend upon the will 
of God. But, we cannot be certain, that il 
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is his wiU, that they sboHid' always continue 
the same. He may have been willing to 
suspend them on certain occasions, where it 
seemed fit to his infinite wisdom. He may^ 
even determine that they shall be totally 
changed or abolished.* Hence, we cannot be 
certain, that events, which depend on these 
laws, will always continue the same. Con-^ 
sequently, the evidence, which we have for 
these events, is inferior to demonstration. 

It should be remembered, that the will of 
God is both the foundation of the conclusions 
deduced from constant experience, and the 
limit to them. As it secures their truth against 
the e£Pects of human caprice, and other con- 
ting^icies; so it excludes their truth in all 
cases, in which it may be his will, that the 
events, should be contradictory to experience. 

As personal observation, when it coincides 
with the accounts which we have received 
of the experience of others, confirms tbem;^ 
so, when it is contradictory to tbem^ it lessens 
their weight ; becauscy it then induces a belief, 
that what has been delivered on the subject, 
is only a popular error. And, as such errors^ 
have prevailed, a reasonable suspicioa of fal- 
lacy may be entertained on the point in question. 

* No proposition, founded on const;<nt cxp)crience, can be bet- 
ter establitned than that the sun will rise to-morrow ; yet, he 
iR'ho believes in Revelation, must admit that a day will come 
wbeftercB this proposition wUl he false. 
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Such a suspicion may arise, especially, \¥here 
the subject requires extraordinary skill and 
dexterity, or peculiar accuracy of attention 
to all the circumstances, under which the event 
is to be observed. For, it may then be pre* 
sumed, that there has been some defect in 
these requisites in former observers. But it 
is necessary, that the person, i¥ho thus relies 
on his own experience, in opposition to gene* 
ral opinion, should be satisfied, that he pos- 
sesses these qualities in an extraordinary degree, 
and has properly exercised them; otherwise, 
he ought rather to suppose, that there has 
been some error in his experimefits. 

In some cases, personal experience would 
l«ad to false conclusions, which could be cor« 
rected only by the experience of others. 
Thus were we to conclude, that what we had 
observed in the manners, opinions, and cha- 
racters of men, were general truths, depending 
on some permanent cause, our conclusion 
would be erroneous. For men have difTered 
much, in all these respects, in consequence of 
the various circumstances in which they have 
been placed. But, these differences we learn, 
not from our own experience, but from tlie 
experience of others : and thus, their experience 
shews, that what we might conclude to be 
uniform, was really various. On the otlier 
hand, there are facts, which would, on per- 
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sonal observation, appear to us to be various ; 
but Tvhich the experience of others would shew 
us ib be uniform. Of this hUture are comets^ 
which appear at too distant periods for any 
individual, unacquainted with the observa- 
tions of others, to determine to be uniform. 
Eclipses, also, would scarcely be discovered 
to be uniform by the insulated observations 
of an individual; and, indeed, history fiir-^ 
nishes us with instances of even nations who- 
were ignorant of their uniformity. Thus, we 
are told, that tlie Lydiaiis and Medes were in-^ 
duced to put an end to a war, which had lasted 
five years, by an eclipse of the sun, which hap-^ 
pened while they were engaged in a doubtful 
battle; evidently from an ignorance of the 
uniformity of eclipses, and probably from a 
supposition that this eclipse manifested the 
anger of the Gods against their contests. And 
the inhabitants of Jamaica were, by a similar 
ignorance, prevailed ujx)n to renew their sup- 
plies to Columbus, by his foretelling a total 
eclipse of the moon, with the time when it 
would happen, and which he pretended was a 
mark of the vengeance of the Great Spirit 
a/:' 'list them, for refusing to support his 
servants. 
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General NotorieCj, is a fourth kind of moral 



When we find that a thing is fully believed 
by all men, so £ur as we can learn, it is then 
said to be a matter of general notoriety. This 
kind of evidence relates both to specific facts, 
and to conclusions drawn from observation. 
it agrees with testimony, inasmuch as the in- 
formation is received from others ; but it dif- 
fos from it, because we have not here the 
evidence of any particular individual, who 
pretaids, that he himself personally observed 
Uie fact. And, it difiers from general observa- 
tion, because our informers do not pretend, 
that they deduced the conclusion from their 
own observatums. 

Most men have no other evidence than this, 
for a great, perhaps the greater, part of the 
fiicts and general truths, which they believe. 
They have neither observed those facts them- 
selves, n<nr have they received them on the 
testimony of those who did observe them« 
But, they believe them, because they find 
them generally believed, and disputed by none. 
So, also, as to the general conclusions^ which 
they hold. They have neither deduced them 
by their own observation, nor have they been 
informed of them by those, who did deduce 
them; but they find them universally main- 
tained, and never doubted; therefore, they 
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also admit tliem. Even truths, capable of 
demonstration, are received by a great part of 
mankind, en no higher evidence than this. 
For they have neither demonstrated them them- 
selves, nor been informed of them by those who 
have; but they admit them because they ars 
universally received. It is thus that many 
of the truths in natural philosophy are believed 
by men in general. And it is thus that many 
geometrical truths are believed by artificers and 
constantly applied to practice ia setting out 
their "work. 

The weight of this species of evidence, de- 
pends partly on a presumption, that if the 
assertions were not true, they would not be 
universally believed, but would be contra- 
dicted ; and partly, perhaps principally, on 
experience ; for, though we are in the constant 
practice of believing them, and acting upon 
them as true, we have seldom found ourselves 
mistaken. Thus, the rules of arithmetic, as 
of addition, subtraction, multiplication, and 
division are found, when properly applied to 
lead to correct conclusions. We therefore 
place the utmost confidence in their truth. 
Yet, though they are all capable of demonstra- 
tion, very few persons comparatively have ever 
seen them demonstrated. 
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A fifth kind of moral eridence, is Jtepnrl. 

The word has yarious significalions, which 
it is not necessary to mention. It is here used 
to signify a rumour or account of certain facls 
or events, more or less believed. If the ac- 
count be fully credited, it then belongs ijo the 
article last mentioned. We are here not only 
without the testimony of any individual who 
professes to have observed the fact in question 
himself; but we do not even know the channci 
through nvhich the information came ; for, if 
tliis be known, it is not a subject of mere 
report; but of remote testimony. The weight 
of this species of evidence is much less, than 
of.either of the preceding. It depends, partly, 
on a presumption, that if there were not some 
ground for the report, it would not have arisen ; 
and partly on experience, which points out 
the circumstances, that render it more or less 
credible. These circumstances will be more 
conveniently "mentioned in a subsequent chapter. 



Tradition, is a sixth kind of moral evidence. 

It is the relation of a fact or event, which 
hapiiened some time ago, and which was not 
committed to writing by any person who ob- 
served it, but was communicated from one to 
another^ for a certain period of time. To this 
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is to be attributed almost all the information, 
which we have of the history of nations in 
their infancy ; and our knowledge of many 
circumstances bdonging to particular persons, 
or ]>articular places, which are not recorded in 
history. But, the tendency of mankind to 
exaggerate, and to supply the defects of 
memory by invention, rend^^ accounts s« 
handed down, very uncertain. 



AH the aboTe kinds of moral evidence may 
be considered as external/ because the evidence 
on which the proposed subject is believed, does 
not arise from the subject itself, but from some 
external source. Besides these, there are other 
kinds, which, as they arise from the subjects 
themselves, may be considered as internal evi« 
dence« 

The first of these is Analogy. This is^ when 
from the resemblance, which the subject in 
question bears to some other known subject, it 
is inferred, that they both had the same origin ; 
or both possess similar properties; or, under 
similar circumstances, are likely to be affected 
in the same way ; or to produce the same effects. 
It is by this species of evidence, that we are 
able to apply to particular occasions, the 
greater part of the information, which we havt 
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derived from personal observation, ami tlic 
general observation of mankind. Tims, it is 
from the resemblance wliicli a (lisorcl(»r, in a 
certain patient, bears in its symptoms to other 
disorders which a physician has already ob- 
served, that he is able to ascertain its nature, 
and prescribe for its cure. 

The. weight of the evidence hy analoiry ad- 
mits of great variety, according to the par- 
ticular nature of the subject to which it is 
applied: and, in every jxirticular class of sub- 
jects, that weight must be determined by ex- 
perience. For, experience wilHeach us >uih 
what degree of safety conclusions have been 
drawn in each class, and therefore, with what 
degree of probability they may be drawn in 
future. It should be, however, observed, that 
reasoning by analogy is not equally safe in 
drawing general conclusions, as in applying, 
io particular cases, the general truths already 
established. 



Probable inferences, dratm from fads, or 
from premises, belong also io the head of 
internal evidence. 

Inferences from facts are termed by lawyers, 
Presumptions s and are opposed by them to post" 
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iive proofs.* These inferences are of greater 
or less weight, according as it is more or less 
probable, that the facts or circumstances, al- 
ready established, would not have existed, un- 
less the fact, which is inferred from them, had 
existed also. + «^ 

Thus, if on a remote island, a hovel should 
be discovered, it would naturally be inferred, 
that some human being had been there ; and 
this inference would amount to a moral cer- 
taijity.J Or, if a man be found dead in a 
house, witli a bleeding wound, apparently made 

♦ By positive proof is meant the evidcrce of testimony of men 
on oath, or ofwrninKS, or records. A just rule of Imw respecting 
presumptions is that they -arc to be iclicd upon only u< til tlic 
contrary be proved. Blackstonc, iii. 371. 

+ In Gilbert's i aw of Evidence, it is said, that " when the 
<* fact itself cannot be proved, thar which comes nearest to the 
<* proof of the fact, is the proof of thecitcumstances that neces- 
<* sarily, and uslially attend such facts.*' But, it should seem, 
that what affords a safe ground to infer the fact, is, not that, if 
the fact did exist, it wo:ld have been attended by such or such 
circumstances; but, that those circumstances would not have ex- 
isted, unless t) e particular fact allcdg d had existed also. For, as 
there may be .several different facts, which would be att^'nticd by 
the same circumstances, the existence of the circumstances affoids 
i\o ground to conclude which of those facts did actually exist. 
Just as, wh<n a certain effect might be produced by several dif- 
ferent causes, we have no ground to infer by which of those causes 
it was in reality produced. But, when there is only one cause 
which could have produced the effect, there we may safely infer 
the existance of the cause from that of the effocr. 

J VVlien the philosopher, Aristippus, who was cast away upon 
an unlcnown shore, beheld certain geometrical figures distinctly 
marked upon the sand, he was naturally led toconclude, vith a 
degree of confidence not inferior to riioral ccrtjinty, that the 
country was inhabited by men. some of whom were devoted to 
mathematical science. Now, had these figures been less accurate- 
Jy formed, and more like the work of chance, the presumption, 
that the country was inhabited, would have been weaker; and 
bad t>.ey betn of such a nature, as to leave it doubtful, whether 
they were the wx)rk of accident or design, the evidence would 
have been too ambiguous to serve as a fouadduon for any opinion. 
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with asword^ and another man be observed 

■f running out of the house with a bloody swonl 

< in his hand, there being no other person found 

'^ on the spot, a violent presumption would arise, 

.that the fugitive was the murderer. For, though 

it be possible, that the deceased may have 

|. killed himself, j'et, the hasty flight of this man, 

:j with (he bloody weapon in his hand, are cir- 

jk cumstanccs which give the inference consi- 

^ dcrable probability, 

^ So, also, a receipt for rent, due at a certain 

time, affords a probable presumption, tlmt the 
rents, which were due previous to that time, 
F had been paid. Thus, also, attempts to con- 

%' ceal, afford a presumption of guilt, and, on 

-the contrary, openness affords a presumption of 
innocence. 

Inferences from facts are deduced by ana- 
logy. For, the presumption is founded on the 
resemblance which the fact in question bears^ 
ill its circumstances, to other known facts. 

The t<mn, presumption^ is given not only to 
inferences from facts, but, also, to all other 
conclusions not supported by positive proof. 
These presumptions respect both the past and 
the future. Thus, our judgments of men's 
motives and intentions, especially when they 
have not declared them in words, are only 
presumptions. The opinions which we form 
of the future conduct of mcn^ under certain 
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circumstances, are also presumptions. All 
these presumptions are of greater or less weight 
according as they are more or less consistent 
with experience; and when they are incon- 
sistent with it, they are of no real weight. 
Thus, the presumption that a man^ under cer- 
tain circumstances, will not abuse the power 
intrusted to him, is probable, or not, according 
as it appears from experience that men in 
general similarly circumstanced, have, or have 
not, abused their power. 

Tables, shewing the probabilities of tlie dura- 
tion of human life, are deductions from facts ; 
and the application ©f these tables to the assu- 
rance of lives, or the purchase of annuities, are 
probable inferences, drawn from the general 
truths laid down in them. 

So, also, the' doctrine of chances consists of 
ififerences from facts. That a die, for instance, 
has a certain nmnber of sides, is a fact ; and 
that each side is as likely to come upwards, on 
being thrown, as any other, may be safely as- 
sumed. But the calculations of the chances of 
throwing an ace, or any other number, in one 
or more throws, are only probable inferences, 
drawn from these premises. 

But, as these subjects belong to the science 
of mathematics, rather than to that of general 
reasoning on matters of fact, it will be suf- 
ficient just to have mentioned them here. 
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Of inferences from premises, it should be ob- 
served, that wlicn tliey are intuitive and neces- 
sary, they belong to demonstration; but, if 
they be only probable^ they belong to moral 
evidence. 

Our conclusions from premises are safe, only 
when, and so far as, we have a clear and 
certain knowledge of the connexion or re- 
pugnance of their subjects and predicates. 
I say, only so far as we have this knowledge, 
because we may sometimes know tliat the sub- 
ject and predicate are connected, but be ig- 
norant of the nature and extent of that con- 
nexion; and consequently we cannot safely 
draw a conclusion respecting its nature or ex- 
tent. But, as this subject properly belongs io 
logic, and has been fully discussed by logicians, 
it will not be necessary to enlarge upon it here-. 

Under the head of internal evidence, may, 
also, be mentioned the consistency of the parts 
of any relation of facts with each other; the 
appearances of simplicity, or of art and contri- 
vance, with which tlie relation is delivered ; the 
candour or partiality, which appears in the 
relation; the affording a fair opportunity of 
detection of what might be false or erroneous ; 
or the studiously avoiding detection, by an 
attempt to render the standard of truth, upon 
the question, uncertain. 

The weight of evidence arising from these 
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circumstances, depends on experience. For, 
it is by experience that we discover how far a 
person may have observed, correctly, some part 
of a fact, and incorrectly another part ; or what 
illusions of imagination he may have been sub- 
ject tOy during the progress of the, event which 
he relates. It is, also, by experience, that we 
discover how far true relations usually differ 
from those that are f^lse, in the other circum- 
stances just mentioned. 

Upon the whole, it appeal's, that the two prin- 
cipal kinds of moral evidence, are Experience 
and Testimony ; that the rest (except inferences 
from premises) are only combinations, or modi- 
fications of these ; and that the sphere of expe- 
rience is greatly enlarged by testimony ; while, 
on the other hand, testimony is restricted and 
coniirmed by experience. 



CHAP. III. 

Greneral Directions relating to Moral Reasoning* 

JVlOST of the directions, here proposed, 
will be found perfectly obvious ; and therefore 
may be thought superjBuous. But, obvious as 
they may be, to all who duly consider the 
subject, they are rarely attended to in practice. 
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And this is one reason why errors in judgment 
are so frequent. As they are, probably, no 
"where collected into one point of view, for tho 
assistance of the student, they are herebrouglit 
together for his use. It is to be wished, that iu 
deciding on questions, he would form a habit of 
reducing them to practice. Some of them will 
appear not to relate immediately to moral evi- 
dence, as defined above. But, as the general 
questions to which they refer are most frequently 
of a mixt nature, involving in themmatters of 
fact, or general truths deduced from observa- 
tion, as well as subjects of law, morality, or of 
some other art or science, and therefore require 
a knowledge of moral evidence io their decision^ 
it was thought useful to introduce them. 

The directions here proposed may be more 
easily remembered if they be collected under 
separate heads, and methodically arranged. 
They shall be mentioned, therefore, in the 
following order, ,viz. First ^ those Mhich may 
be considered as a sort of previous qualifications 
for the examination of questions in moral evi- 
dence. Secondlj/y those which should deter- 
mine whether or not we ought to engage in the 
discussion of the question proposed. Thirdli/^ 
such as must be observed in the discussion of 
questions. And lastly^ the principles on which 
the weight of any probable aigument^ or the 
probability of any o^yitrA^ ought to be determined. 

d4 



56 General Directions relating to (Ch, III.) 

First, To qualify ourselves for the exami- 
nation of questions in moral evidence. 

1. We must acquire fixt principles of evi- 
dence, and learn to apply tbem as steadily, and 
impartially, as possible- To this end we must 
acquaint ourselves with the sort of evidence, of 
which difForent subjects admit ; and form settled 
and steady notions of the weight of the different 
kinds of evidence, and of the circumstances 
%yhicli contribute to weaken or confirm them. 
Thus, we shall engage in the discussion of 
subjects, with less danger of being biassed by 
intcrost, and, tlierefore, with greater probability 
of deciding justly. Nothing, perhaps, has 
contributed more to the impartiality with which 
justice Ls administered in our courts, than tjieir 
haying an established law of evidence, in which 
is laid down what evidence shall be admitted, 
and what rejected. In private discussion, little 
progress seems to have been made towards this^ 
important object. Hence, we see men attri- 
buting great weight to evidence in their favour, 
but very little weight to the same kind and 
degree of evidence, in opposition to them. 
Thus, disputants are like fraudulent tradesmen, 
who have two sets of weights, one to be em- 
ployed in their purchases, and the other in 
their sales. 

2. We should acquire a habit of examin- 
ing, at the commencement of every discussion. 
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\f lictlicr there be not some general principle, or 
some standard, by which the question must 
be determined. If there be, the discovery of 
it will both direct onr investigation, and con- 
duct us most speedily, and most securely to 
our decision. But, if we neglect to discover 
it, we shall wander in our inquiry without 
an object, ajid, after all, seldom arrive at a 
just conclusion. For instance, to determine 
whether a war were or were not successful, 
it should be ascertained at the outset, what con- 
stitutes a successful war. So also in deciding 
on the characters of men in any station of life, 
we should previously ascertain what are the 
duties of their station, and what are the quali- 
ties in which excellencv or defect in that line 
consists. A clear view of these duties and 
qualities is also requisite to enable us to decide, 
whether a man be or be not fit for a certain em- 
ployment. We must, however, be careful that 
the general principle which we assume, be both 
true in itself, and also, applicable to the point 
in hand; and, to ascertain this, we should 
accustom ourselves to bring it forth to view, and 
to submit it to examination. This direction is 
the more necessary, because it is probable, that 
our decisions are often made upon latent prin- 
ciples, which, if we were to examine them, 
we should not sufier to influence our determi- 
nation. 

j)5 
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3. XV'e should acquire a habit of referring 
every thing, tvhich will admit of it, to its end ; 
and of determining its value by its subserviency 
thereto. This will afford a just standard on a 
isubject, which would, otherwise, admit of none. 
Thus, in ascertaining what is the best style of 
writing, it should be considered, that the end of 
writing is to communicate ideas to the reader ; 
and, therefore, that that must be the best style, 
wliich conveys them to him with the greatest 
clearness and for^ : compared with these qua- 
lities, ornament and dignity are but of little 
value. But, what that style is, which is most 
clear and forcible, must be decided by ex- 
perience. If this rule be neglected, decisions 
of questions of this kind, will be left at the 
mercy of fashion and caprice, and therefore, be 
generally erroneous. 

4. We must acquire clear and precise rules 
of judgment ; such as are capable of an easy 
application, and lead as nearly as possible to 
certainty ; for they are valuable only as they 
possess these qualities. Rules, apparently pre- 
cise, are often rendered vague, by some circum- 
stance annexed to them, or by the introduction 
of indefinite limitations or extensions. Thus, 
the rule, that the dealings of men with each 
other should be regulated by principles of equity, 
is both clear and precise in itself, and admits 
of an easy and tolerably certain application ; 
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because the value of property, or of ser- 
vices, may generally be estimated. But, if 
a provision be annexed to it, that one of the 
parties is to have rather the advantage, or 
according to the common phrase, to have the 
turn of the scale in his favour, it becomes 
indefinite, and very uncertain in its application. 
For, there is then nothing to direct the judg- 
ment, as to the degree in i^ hich the advantage 
is to be allowed, or how great a weight is to 
turn the scale. 

Such rules are generally worse than none; 
because they induce men to attempt to decide 
by principles which cannot lead to a just 
decision. If they had no rule, they would 
either not attempt to decide at all, or would 
seek after some just principle, on which to 
ground their decision: but having, what ap- 
pears to be a rule, they proceed to decide, 
and are deceived. 

Secondly, To determine whether we ought 
to engage in the discussion of a question. 

1 . We should consider whether the question 
be worth investigating; and, to decide this, 
we should inquire of what importance the sub- 
ject may be to us. Some subjects are ira-. 
portant in themselves, or of importance to other 
men, while to us they may be of little con- 
sequence. Thus, many subjects in law or 
physic, may be of great moment if) lawyers 
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or physicians, but of little use to a divine, 
a soldier, or a mechanic. And, should thejr 
employ in the investigation of these subjects, 
the time which is requisite io form a just judg- 
ment of them, they must neglect what belongs 
to tlieir own station. But such subjects as 
belong io our peculiar line of life, or to our 
moral and religious conduct, or healtli-and 
happiness, are important to us ; and therefore, 
are worthy of our carefid examination. 

S. Consider liow far the question will admit 
of being fully examined. Some subjects can 
scarcely be openly and fully discussed. The 
questions are already decided in the opinion of 
mankind, and their interest and prejudice pre- 
vent their examination of them. Arguments 
on one side, however weak, will be received 
with applause; while those on the other, how- 
ever strong, will be heard with disgust. Thus, 
in a republic, arguments in favour of a mo- 
narchy, or in a monarchy, arguments in favour 
of a republic, will scarcely be duly examined. 
So also, when the current of popular opinion is 
in favour of war, arguments for peace will 
excite resentment; or, when public animosi« 
ties prevail, arguments in favour of the objects 
of general hatred will expose him who urges 
them to great o<lium. 

On such questions we should be extremely 
careful to divest ourselves of prejudice on either 
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side. For, truth does neither necessarily lie on 
the same side with tlie general opinion, nor on 
the contrary side. We must, therefore, ex- 
amine such questions,' as fairly as possible, 
on the ground of their own merits. But, in 
most cases, we should do this privately; for 
a prudent man will be well assured, that the 
duty of his station calls him to controvert the 
j)ublic opinion, before he exposes himself to 
the hatred of mankind by so doing. 

Sometimes the arguments which are necessary 
to the decision of a question, cannot be urged, 
without a violation of the respect due to persons 
in authority; or without offending the person 
with whom we are discoursing, on account of 
the reflections which they must cast upon his 
conduct. Prudence must direct, whether the 
importance of the occasion will justify our in- 
curring these evils or inconveniences ; or, whe^ 
ther it be not better to avoid the discussion 
altogether. For, it is evident, that if these 
arguments be either not urged at all, or not 
with due force, we cannot arrive at a just 
decision. In our private examinations of such 
questions, we may, indeed, give every con- 
sideration its just weight, regardless of the 
discredit which it would throw on any person. 
This consideration, therefore, can be no reason 
why we should not endeavour to form our pri- 
vate judgment of such questions, as correctly as 
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possible. But, it is an important reason, why 
we should not debate them with others ; and 
thatj not only on account of the evils above- 
mentioned, but also, lest, from want of a due 
consideration of the arguments necessary to 
a just decision, we become accessaries to their 
errors in judgment, and practice. 

S. Consider whether the question be ca- 
pable of a satisfactory decision . Some questions 
cannot be determined, because the subject ad- 
mits of no standard, but is altogether of aii ar- 
bitrary nature. Thus, matters of mere taste 
have, in general, no proper standard; and, 
therefore, according to the old adage, " de 
gustibus nil disputandum." Others admit of 
no decision, because the subject, or predicate 
of the proposition, cannot be accurately defined .r 
And others again do not afford sufficient evi- 
dence for a determination. From all such 
questions, it would be better to abstain. For, 
besides the loss of the time devoted to them, 
which might be more profitably employed, their 
discussion has a tendency to confuse the judg- 
ment. 

4.. We should consider whether we are 
competent to the discussion of the question. 
Incompetency may arise from a defect of abili* 
ties, or information; or from our being too 
much interested in the decision. The last is, 
probably, the most frequent, as well as the most 
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powerful source of incompetency ; for nothing 
blinds the eyes, and perverts the judgment, 
so much as interest. Jf the question, however, 
be such that, tho»igh interested in it, we are. 
under a necessity of deciding it, we shall act 
prudently in taking the advice of some judicious 
friend, wlio is perfectly disinterested. • At any 
rate, our decision should be made with, dif- 
fidence ; and we should be ready to listen to 
any objections which may be urged against it. 

ThirdJi/. When we have determined to enter 
upon the investigation, we should examine, in 
the first place, whether the question be fairly 
ft,nd clearly stated, so as to bring the real point 
in dispute to an issue. Sometimes, through ig- 
norance, and often by design, the statement of 
a question includes something taken for granted, 
which necessarily leads to a decision in favour 
of the proposer. This amounts to begging the 
question ; and therefore should not be admitted. 
Sometimes, the true point at issue is not ex- 
pressed in the question: and thetithe discussion, 
however ably conducted, leads to no satisfac- 
tory conclusion. In this case, it would be prp- 
•per to adopt the practice of special pleaders, 
and to ascertain all the points, in which we 
agree with our opponent, and those in which we 
difier from him. A new statement of the ques- 
tion may then be made, in which the err<»s 
of the former may be corrected. 
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2. W6 sliould form as clear and precise 
ideas as possible of the proposition on which 
we would decide; and carefully distinguish 
it from all others with wlricb it is in danger of 
being confounded. If it assert a fact, we 
^should endeavour to understand clearly its 
nature and circumstances. This will enable 
us to judge more easily and correctly of the 
weight of the evidence, which is brought to 
prove it. If it affirm or deny the nature or 
quality of any thing, we should gain as clear 
ideas as possible, both of its subject and pre- 
dicate, so far as we undertake to judge of it. 
For instance, if a certain measure of adminis- 
tration were asserted to be constitutional or 
unconstitutional, we should gain clear and pre- 
cise ideasy both of the measure, and of the 
constitution, so far as can aftect the question. 
l?or, without such clear and precise ideas, 
it must be impossible to form a just judgment 
on the subject. 

3. We should consider of what kind of 
evidence the proposed subject, under all its cir- 
cumstances, is likely to admit; and, if such 
evidence be produced in a sufficient degree to 
counterbalance all that can be fairly urged 
against it, we should accustom ourselves to 
yield our assent. This direction is important, 
because we are dften apt to expect stronger 
evidence, thao the nature of the thing admits ; 
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and tlience, to feel dissatisfied, though the 
point be fairly proved. Thus, if in studying 
the evidence on any question of fact, wc 
employ ourselves in examining whether there 
be not a possibility that it may be false, instead 
of considering whether there be not a sujficient 
probability that it is true, we shall certamly 
raise strong doubts in our minds. But, then, 
we should not study the subject rationally. 
Demonstration is the only species of reasoning, 
which, if even conducted correctly, can ex- 
clude the possibility of error. But facts do 
not admit of demonstration. They admit of 
moral evidence alone. The examining, there- 
fore, into the possibility of error is inconsistent 
with the nature of the subject, and an absurd 
practice. 

• 4. The foregoing rule relates to past facts, 
but a similar rule may be given respecting 
future events. It should be remembered, that 
the probabilitj/j and not the possibility^ of an 
event is the proper ground for our conclusions. 
The propriety of this rule is top obvious to 
need proof. It has been, however, and is too 
often disregarded; as, when the prospect of a 
large prize in a lottery induces men to ad- 
venture, without a regard to the probability 
of success ; or, the fear of an injury induces 
them to painful precautions, wKhout con- 
sidering the probability of its happening* 
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An instance of this kind is mentioned in the 
Port Royal 4rt cf Thinking, of a princess^ 
who, haying heard that some persons had been 
killed by the fall of a roof, would never after* 
wards enter a house, without having it ex- 
amined; and was so persuaded of the pro- 
priety of her conduct, that she deemed all those 
imprudent, who did not take the same pre- 
caution. This rule is also disregarded by 
those who offer to us possibilities, as sufficient 
answers to arguments of probability. 

It is of great importance^ both to the advance- 
ment of our knowledge, and to the happiness of 
our lives, to acquire a habit of disregarding, to 
a considerable degree, possibilities, and of form- 
ing our judgment, and regulating our hopes 
and fears, by the true probability of the case. 
In some men, hope seems naturally to prevail, 
in others fear. The former are apt io magnify 
a slight prospect of success into a strong proba- 
bility ; and the latter to increase too much the 
probability of dangers. Some dignify their 
rashness, by calling it a trust in providence : 
others justify their timidity by naming it pru- 
dence. But, tliese dispositions need correction, 
and are capable of being regulated by a due 
attention to the principles of moral evidence. 
Notwithstanding this rule, when the event, 
if it should take place, is of vast importance ; 
and the line of conduct necessary to ensure our 
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safety, if it should happen, will be attended 
Avith no disadvantage, if it should not; there 
its possibility may properly determine our con- 
duct. Thus, for instance, if a house be on 
fire, its inhabitants should endeavour to effect 
their escape, even though there should be tho 
greatest probability of their failing. Because, 
if tliey succeed, they save their lives; but, if 
tJiey fail, they suflbr only what they would 
have suffered, had they made no attempt to 
cficape; and the smallest chance of success 
imaginable, is surely worth the pains and 
labour of the attempt. So also, the eternal 
judgment is an event of infinite importance. 
He, whose conformity to the directions of 
scripture, will ensure his safety, if it should 
take place, will be no loser by that conformity, 
if it should not. Consequently, the very pos- 
sibility of an eternal judgment, is a sufficient 
reason to engage in a preparation for it. This, 
however, is no exception to the rule, because, 
here the person is not supposed to draw any 
conclusion about the truth of the event. Deci* 
siojis of questions of this kind, should pro- 
ceed on a consideration of the importance 
of the event and its probability combined, 
according to a principle explained at the end 
of this chapter. 

3. Since in most questions in moral evi- 
dence there arc, as has been already observed. 
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arguments oh both sides, a view must be taken 
of all the material arguments on each side, 
before we proceed to a decision y and this must 
be done with as much impartiality as possible. 
For, it is evident, that if we examine one side 
with a prejudice in its favour^ and the other 
with a prejudice against it, our decision is not 
likely to be correct. 

6. When the question to be decided is 
contained in any composition or treatise, or if 
we debate it with another person, we should be 
upon our guard against the fascinations of ex- 
pression. We are apt to be too much in- 
fluenced by elegance of language, or bril- 
liancy of imagination. But, error is as often 
adorned with the flowers of rhetoric as truth. 
To judge correctly, we must divest every argu- 
ment of all its ornaments of style, and place it 
before us in a plain, simple dress; for, then 
we shall be better able to estimate its real 
weight. 

7. Whenever the weight of an argument, 
or the decision of a question depends on degrees, 
we should examine whether tliosc degrees be 
fairly stated; and, we should examine this 
carefully ; because tlieir statement is too fre- 
quently fallacious. Thus, in questions respect- 
ing the comparative merit, or demerit of parties, 
whether public or private, the degree of virtue 
or vice is generally over-rated on one side, and 
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nnder-rated on the other, according to the 
party espoused by the speaker. 

8. It must be observed, that the force of 
proof does not depend :upon the number of 
arguments on either side, but upon their weight. 
For, as in an account, there may be a number 
of articles, which amount only to a small sura 
altogetlier ; while there may be a single article, 
which greatly exceeds them in value; so, a 
number of arguments may altogether weigh but 
little, while one single argument may be of 
^reat weight. * 

9. When all the arguments on both sides 
have been fairly stated and examined, a judg- 
ment should be formed of the weight of each. 
Each side should then be summed up, and a 
balance struck; and our decision should be 
on that side, on which the evidence prepon- 
derates. The necessity of attending to this 
rule is obvious. It is, however, often neglected. 
The more usual practice is to consider the 
arguments on one side only. Often, men 
decide on the consideration of only one single 
argument on one side. Whence the frequency 
of error is not surprising. 

10. If, upon examination, the evidence 
on both sides should appear equal, our judg- 
ment should be suspended; but, if the evi- 
dence preponderates at all on either side, the 
assent must follow that preponderancy, and 
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must also be regulated by the degree of it. As 
the degrees of preponderancy may vary almost 
infinitely, so the degrees of assent may vary 
almost infinitely too, as has been already men- 
tioned. If due care be taken to proportion, 
the degree of assent to the degree of prepon- 
derancy, it will prevent the errors, which 
would otherwise arise from precipitancy of 
judgment. Because then, whenever any opi- 
nion is held on slight evidence, it will be held 
subject to^ further examination, and will be 
corrected, if further evidence on the subject 
can be obtained. Besides, the person who so 
holds it, will probably be careful to express 
himself to others in such terms, as will convey 
to them a just idea of tlie degree of evidence, 
on which he has formed it. 

Fourthly* To determine the weight of any 
single argument, or Ihe probability of any event. 

The chief difficulty consists in affixing a 
just value to each single argument; but, if 
this be not done, it will be impossible to sum 
up each side fairly, and of course impossible to 
strike a just balance. Tt may be thought im- 
practicable to lay down any rules for the per- 
formance of this. And, indeed, no rules can 
be given, which will enable us to do it with 
certainty in ai^y particular case; othei*wisc, 
moral evidence would admit of certainty, as 
well as demonstration. But^ if certainty can* 
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not be obtained, it should be approximated 
as nearly as possible ; and, for this purpose, 
yre should avail ourselves of such directions, 
as will render us some assistance ; though they 
be not capable of affording us all the help 
which we could wish. >iow, the directions 
for determining the probability of any event, 
or of any simple question, on which there is 
only one argument on each side, will be found 
applicable to the determination of the proba- 
bility of single arguments in more complex 
questions. Such directions shall, therefore, be 
proposed. 

To determine the probability of an event, it 
should be considered, not nakedly, or by itself, 
but in all its circumstances, if all these cir« 
cumstances be such as either never, or very 
seldom, have accompanied a falsehood, the 
eyeni is to be regarded as probable; but, if 
they be such as have usually accompanied 
a falsehood, it is then to be considered as 
improbable. Or, that event, which, under 
similar circumstances, has more frequently 
happened than not, is probable: and that, 
which under similar circumstances has more 
frequently failed than taken place, it im- 
probable. Or, again, that rule of judgment, on 
subjects of the same nature with that which is 
proposed, which, in most cases, where it is 
fairly applied, leadis to a right conclusion, is a 
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just rule of probability; while that, which 
most frequently leads to a wrong conclusion, is 
a wrong rule. All these rules amount nearly to 
the same thing; but they are given in these 
different forms, because some subjects will 
admit of a more easy application of one, and 
others of another. They all require a reference 
to experience, to determine what is probable ; 
'for, experience is the true criterion of proba- 
bility. We are too strongly disposed to reason 
a priori J or to form our opinions on what we 
suppose to be the nature of things, rather than 
to consider how the subjects in question have 
most frequently turned out; and thus we are 
led into errors, which a due regard to experience 
would have enabled us to avoid. We may rest 
assured, that the more attentive we are to 
experience in forming our judgments of the 
subjects of moral evidence, the more correct 
will our judgments be : and, that the larger our 
collection of experience is, whether founded on 
our own observation, or on that of others, the 
more capable shall we be of determining what 
is probable, and what is not. The necessity 
of founding our judgments on experience, 
instead of founding them on hypotheses, or 
arguments a priori^ can scarcely be too strongly 
enforced ; both because of the propensity which 
we have to reason on these latter grounds to the 
aeglcct of expeirience, and because of the errors 
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into wliidi this propensity constantly leads us. 
To give an instance of these different modes of 
reasoning. Suppose the following question to 
be proposed for discussion : whether it woilld 
contribute to the good of thef^omraunitj^ that 
a nation should provide for the educatidn of 
its poor? They, who espoused the negative 
of this question, would, perhaps, tell you, that, 
if the poor were instructed, they would not be 
content to discharge those laborious oflicet 
in society, whidi are essential to the snppoH 
of the community. Will a man, whose mind 
lias beeii enlightened by education, be cont(*nt 
to forego, by the farther pursuit of know- 
ledge, the gratification of that curiosity which 
you have awakened in him, and submit- to 
drudge on in the same constant round' of 
operations, which can furnish not one new 
idea ? Will he willingly continue to be yotir- 
servant, to plough your lands, to thrash your 
corn, without a prospect of ever acquiring 
more than a bare subsistence; while he sees 
others, not superior to himself in information, 
rise to opulence and dignity ? Will he pati- 
ently submit to be governed? They would 
tell you, that ignorance is the parent of 6iib- 
mission; and therefore, that you must keep 
men ignorant, if you would have them good 
subjects. They, on the contrary, who main- 
tained the affirmative of the questioji, would, 

« 

IE 
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probablj, tell you to compare Scotland, where 
the poor are remarkably well educated, with 
Ireland, where the education of the poor 
is aa remarkably neglected; that the result 
of. tjii? comparison will prove, that the edu- - 
<%tloA of the poor is favourable to the in- 
terests of the <comm]unity« Now, these latter 
would .reason ficom experience; but the former 
would reason n pripru For they would be 
inferring from isrhat they wowld think they 
knew of human nature, or from certain 
jHrincjples which .they would assume respect- 
ing mankind, what would be the effects of 
educating the^ poor. It would be just as 
though I should infer what would be the 
effect of the mixture of certain substances, 
^m what I supposed I knew of their pro- 
perties separately, instead of trying what 
the effect would be, or learning it from those 
who had made the experiment. From the 
dkcpveries which have been made in chemistry, 
it is obvious that, in many cases, such in- 
ferences would lead to very dangerous con- 
sequences. From . all that could be known 
of the properties of sulphur, charcoal, and 
saltpetre, separately, no one could infer that 
their mixture would produce such a substance 
as gunpowder. He, who was most accurately 
acquainted with the nature of oil of turpentine, 
and nitrous acid, would never have been able 
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to infer, that the instant they came in contact, 
they would produce a violent flame. In na- 
tural things, we know well enough the danger 
of admitting hypotheses, and arguing a prioriy 
and that tJie only safe way is the way of 
experiment. It is, indeed, by rejecting tlie 
former mode of reasoning, and adhering to 
the latter, that all the great improvements in 
science in modern times Jiave been made. 
And, certainly, wherever it is practicable to 
pursue the method of experiment in most 
other departments of knowledge not capable 
of demonstration, it will be found vastly more 
safe and successful, than rcsonings a priori^. 
or on hypotheses. 

In many cases, we are not satisfied with 
knowing, in general, what is probable; but 
we wish further to know, in what degree it 
is probable. This knowledge is important, 
when a question is to be decided by a compa- 
rison of opi)osite probabilities, or when there 
are arguments on both sides. Now, to deter- 
mine this, is a much more difficult thing than 
to determine the former. It has, however, been 
done, and with sufficient accuracy, in some 
questions of as uncertain a nature, as any that 
can be proposed. Nothing, for instance, is 
more uncertain than the duration of the life 
of individuals. Yet, tables have been formed, 
to regulate the expectation of life at diffisrent 

e2 
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i^es, and with sufficient accuracy, to enable 
men to venture large sums of money in llic 
purchase or sale of annuities, and assurance 
of lives with success. And, probably, if 
similar methods were adopted, and applied 
with as much care to other subjects, the 
comparative probability of many of Ihera 
might be as correctly ascertained* These 
tables were formed by an application to ex- 
perience. For, itvwas by observing how many 
persons, out of a given number, difed at each 
particular age, that their rules were laid down. 
In all cases, which admit of it, experience 
should be the foundation of our rules; and 
happily, a great part of the cases, which wc 
have to decide, will admit of that foundation. 
Jn consulting experience, we are to consider, 
not merely how the thing in question has most 
frequently ^happened ; for, this will enable us 
to determine only in general, that it is more 
probable that it will ^happen so, than tlic 
contrary; but, vfe fire to cdn^er^ bow much 
ofiher it has happened so, than otherwise ; 
for, this will teach us in what degree the event 
is probable. For instance, if I had observed 
only, that out of a number of persons, who 
had eaten of a certain fruit, more had be^n 
injured by it than not, I could then pronounce 
only, in general terms, that it would probably 
Jbe injurious to any person who should eat of it. 
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But, if I had observed, that only one third of 
the number had escaped injury, I might then 
conclude, that the probability of its being 
injurious to any one who should ^eat of it^ 
would be as two to one ; or, if I had obseryed^ 
that only one in a hundred had escaped injury^ 
I might conclude, that it would be as ninety-- 
nine to one. 

Two points, however, must be attended to 
in forming our rules of probability from ex-^ 
perience, in ascertaining both what is probable^, 
and in what degree it is so. 

The first is,, to make our observations on as. 
large a scale as possible. For, the more exten- 
sive the scale is, the nearer will the rules 
founded upon it approach to truth. Thus, if 
we had known of only two, or three persons, 
who had eaten of the fruit, we could not 
depend with equal confidence on a conclusion 
drawn from this experience, as if we had 
known of ten; nor, if ten had been the niim* 
ber, could it be as safely trusted as if we had 
known of a hundred ; nor,, if it had been a hun» 
dred, as if it had been a thousand, and so on; 
Because, when our observation is confined to a 
small number, there is a greater danger of 
tJie operation of the cause being affected by 
unknown circumstances, than where it is larger/ 
Ami, the larger the number is, it is less pro- 
bable that the interfering circumstances should 

s3 
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exist, and yet be undisdbvered ; and the more 
probable that the cause is connected with the 
observed effect, and regulated in its operation, 
by some established law of nature. Besides, 
•where our observation is extensive, we are 
enabled to determine better respecting the 
energy of the cause; and, whether there exist 
more or fewer circumstances which can pre- 
vent, or interfere with its operations; and, 
pc^rliaps, what tfiose circumstances are. Thus, 
yihcn. the Vaccine inoculation had been tried on 
only a few patients, though its success excited 
the attention of inquiring men, yet they would 
not presume to decide whrther the disease which 
it occasioned were mild and safe,' and whether 
it would secure the patient from the infection 
of the small-pox. But, as the instances of it9 
lucciess multiplied, their doubts have been 
gradually overcome. And, now that these 
instances are very numerous, their judgment 
ef the propriety of the practice is established. 
The other point to be attended to is, that 
the facts on which our rules are founded, have 
been similarly circumstanced with those to 
which they are to be applied. For, if this 
be neglected, we shall be exposed to continual 
errors. Thus, if an epidemical disease, which 
proved more fatal to persons of one age, than 
to those of another, raged in the city, from 
which tables of the expectation of life wer# 
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formed; and the observations "were made at 
the time when that disease prevailed, they 
Tvould lead to false conclusions; and they^ 
who acted on those tables, would fall inta 
great, and perhaps ruinous mistakes. For, 
they would judge of the probability of the 
duration of human life in ordinary circum-^ 
stances, by observations made in extraordinary 
cases. So, also, tables of the rate of mor* 
tality founded on observations made in one 
place, are found not to be safely applicable 
to others differently circumstanced. Thus, 
the rate of mortality in large cities is found to 
be greater than that in the country, and m 
some towns thai» ii^ others* Frcmi Dr. Price's 
book on annuities it appears, that, out of a 
thousand perscHis alive at one year ok), there 
are living at the age of 40, at Breslaw 445, at 
Norwich 289, at London (from 1759 to 1768> 
212, at London (from 1771 to 1780) 239, and 
at Northampton 420. It is obvious, therefore, 
that the tables formed for one place could liot 
be correctly applied to another, unless it had 
been previously ascertained that the rate of 
mortality in both was nearly the same.* It 
often happens that the point in question can- 
not be determined by any direct experience, 

* Northampton, being a healthy town, of a moderate popu^ 
htion, containing about 7000 Inhabitants, has been selecieu at 
aftording a mean between the mortality of towns and the coun*- 
try : and the tables^ founded on the obKryfttioDs aa4c tliere^ 
in general use. 
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I?ccause the exact experiment lias never, within 
our knowletlge, been tried. In all such cases, 
we should .have recourse to that experience 
'which comes nearest to the point in hand, 
and which, at the same time, is free from 
all such circumstances as might be supposed 
to occasion a different result. Thus in the 
investigation of the question proposed above 
respecting the effects of a nation's providing few: 
the education of its poor, if we were unable to 
compare nations in which that education had 
heon attended to and neglected, we should 
consider whether the experiment has, never been 
tried on districts which may admit of being 
compared. For instance, in the Northern' 
parts of this kingdom, education is more 
general than in the Southern. Are the poor^ 
then, in the North less sober, l«ss industrious, 
less orderly than in the South ? The com- 
parison of individuals, or of families, would 
not afford so safe a ground of decision as could 
be wished ; because where it is unusual for pt 
poor naan to receive a good education, it is 
not at all wonderful, that he^ who has been 
well educated, finding himself possessed of 
superior information to the generality of thos^c 
by whom he is surrounded, should not be 
content to continue in the lowest station, but 
attempt to raise himself to that rank, to which 
kis superior talents appeared to entitle hiiu^ 
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If, however, no experiment nearer than this to 
the point in hand could be discovered, it would 
he necessary to take this as the ground of 
our judgment ; at the same time, endeavouring 
to make due allowance for -the difference of 
the circumstances in the two case*. 

The judgments founded on experience of 
a competent extent, and which exactly meets 
the question to be decided, are highly probable. 
And in proportion as the question Irbm which, 
the experience is deduced^ is dissimUar to 
the question for present decision, the pro-. 
bability continually lessens, till the judgment 
founded on it becomes little more than con* 
jecture. 

To judge of the similarity of circumstances^ 
it is necessary to distinguish those which may 
affect the event in question^ from those which 
cannot; for the latter must be neglected, but 
the former carefully attended to. To make 
tl^is distinctioa is often very difficult. For^ 
many circumstances^ which have been thought 
immaterial, have^ upon a closer exajninatiooy 
and further discoveries, beea found of great 
moment. Thus^ in chemistry^ the influence 
of light, which was j&wimerly disregarded^ 
has lately been discovered to be of great im-' 
portance in many processes. As^ for instance^ 
muriat of silver will continue white if care- 
fully preserved from light ; but, if exposed 

£6 
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to it, will turn black. So, tinctuKe of litmus 
tirill lose its colour, if kept in the dark, but 
trill regain it on being exposed to the light. 
Thb influence of light on vegetation is, also, 
▼ery considerable. Plants will vegetate in the 
dark, but they are then white, without cither 
sinell or taste, and several of them grow along 
m the ground instead of growing upwards. 
If they are brought into the light, the plants 
die down to their roots, but afterwards shoot 
upwards from the stock in their usual colours^ 
and with their proper smells and tastes.* 
Ko mle, however, but attention to experience, 
or engaging in a course of experiments upon 
the circumstances, can be given to distinguish 
such circumstances as can affect the event 
fiom such as cannot. 

What has been said of ascertaining m wh(a 
Agree an event is probable, is not to be under- 
itood as though it were possible to determine in 
all cases the degree of probability with pre- 
cision. The utmost that can be attained in 
most subjects is to form a general notion of 
that degree, so as to express it in generul 
terms: in some cases, however, it may be 
ascertained with sufficient precision to express 
it in numbers, and to apply it safidy in calcu- 
lations. In order to determine whether any 
particular subject will admit of this precision, 

• ThosMOO^f OMmiitrjy ¥•). 1. -f. 190. 



"tire should consider whether the events happeia 
according to any general law, and whether^ 
that law can be ascertained. Now, in regard 
to the cliances of throwing a certain numbtf 
with a die, or of drawing a certain card out of 
a pack, as any one number is as likely to be 
thrown as any other on the die, and any one 
card in the pack to be drawn as any other, 
and, moreover, as the number of sides of ihi6 
die, and the number of cards in the pack,, 
are known, it is evident both that this general 
faw does exist, and that it may be directly 
inferred what that law is. But, when the 
existence and nature of this law cannot be 
directly inferred from the nature and circum- 
stances of the subject, they cannot be safely 
presumed without accurate, extensive, and 
repeated observation. Thus, it could not be 
safely presumed, that the duration of human' 
life was sufficiently regular to afford ground* 
for the formatioii of tables expressive of the 
rate of mortality, until by extensive, accurate, 
and repeati'd observation, that regularity had' 
been ascertained: If,- for instance, 1 had ob«- 
served, that, out of a hundred persons, certain' 
numbers had died at each particular age, I 
could not safely inter, that the same numbers 
iTouid die at each age, out of every other ^ 
hundred. But, if f had observed, that out 
of a very large number,< as several thousands^ 

m6 
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certain numbers had died at each particular 
age, and tliat, on repeating my observations 
at different periods, . the numbers of deaths 
at each particular age continued the same, or 
very nearly the same, I might then safely 
mfer both the existence of the law, and also that 
the tables, founded on these observations, cor- 
responded with the regular course of mortality 
in .the place wheje they were made^ Bufin 
fuan^ cases, to attempt to express the proba- 
bility in numbers, and to apply it in calca- 
lations would be to act without sufficient war- 
rant. . For instance,, if from having observed 
a sportsman kill J9 birds out of 20 shots, 
I should conclude, that the probability of his 
killing the next bird at which he should shoot, 
would be as 19 to 1, my conclusion would 
not be safe. I might,' even, frequently see 
him kill tlie same number of birds out of the 
8aipe number of s^hots, and. yet not be war- 
ranted in Concluding,, that the probability of 
his killiuff his bird was as 19 to: 1. Before 
1 could saiely draw this conclusion, I must 
ascertain,, that this was the rate of his success 
throughout the whole course of his present 
shooting. Or, if, on collating a certain num- 
ber of ancient manuscripts of a book, (as 10 
fox instance,) I had observed a certain reading 
in all of thcin except one, I should thence 
«oncludeJ that the probability of my finding 
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it ill the clcvciitli manuscript of the book would^ 
be as 9 to 1 ; my conclusion would 1)6 unt 
founded. Because, I should be inferring the 
existence of a law regulating the probability 
of the event without sufficient ground. If^ 
indeed, all the jexisting manuscript* of the 
book had been examined,, and it had been 
discovered that the number of Ihem whicl^ 
contained the reading bore a certain proportion 
to those which did not contain it, I might 
then assume thnt proportion, as the rate oif 
tlie probability of my meeting with it in any, 
particular manuscript, which I had not already, 
consulted. But it does not follow, even witfc 
probability, that because, out of 10 manu* 
scripts, the reading is omitted in only one^ 
it is therefore omitted in exactly thfi tenth 
part of - the whole number of the existi^^ 
manuscripts of the book. In cases like iYnSf 
all tliat could be justly inferred would be^thaiit^ 
was more probable, or much more probable^^ 
than not, that the event would take place, 
as I had most frequently observed it: or, in 
other words, the ^utmost accuracy attainable 
would be to express the d^ree of probability 
in general terms. 

Some subjects,, from their nature, are more 
capable of being reduced to the test of expe* 
rience than others. Of many, we have not suf- 
ficient opportunities of observation, to warrant 
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a genei^l conclusion; or those opportunities 
happen at too distant periods fo enable ns to 
make a feir comparison of the events; or the 
fectfi are involved in too intricate, or perhaps, 
dissimilar circumstances, to afford anjr deduc- 
tions. We ourselves,, also, are too inattentive 
to them while passing,^ and recollect them too 
imperfectly afterwards, to form a correct judg-- 
ment of them. But, if there be any particular 
mbjects, on ihe probability of which it may be 

• 

peculiarly important to us to^ decide, we must 
apply ourselves to them with more than ordi-- 
ftary care. We must avail ourselves of every 
^jportunity of observing them ourselves, or 
kaming the observations upon them of others.- 
We must not trust to memory, but carefully 
write down tlie fiicts, and all the material cir*- 
^oioistances with which they were attended.- 
We must do this from time ix> time, as we make 
mur observations. Thus we shall be continually 
oo&ectingv materials, from which a eomparison 
may be made, and a correct judgment formed. 
For example,, if I were dl^sirons of ascertaining^ 
whether men were more influenced by a preju-- 
dice in fkvor of old customs, or by a love of 
novelty, I would write down, under separate 
heads, every instance of the influence of either, 
with which I met, either by observation, or in 
conversation, or in reading; and, at the same 
time^ set down ajii the circumstances attending 
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each particular case, as far as I could collect 
them. Or, if I wished to ascertain, whether 
mankind are more disposed to resist a lawful 
government, than submissively to endure a 
tyrannical one, I would collect, under sepa« 
rate heads, all the pertinent instances,. together 
with their circumstances, with which I could 
meet. The greater part of these must necessft* 
rily be furnished from history; and therefore, 
in the course of my historical studies, I shouM 
continually keep in mind, that I had such a 
collection in hand, that I might avail myself of 
every instance which occurred. Many eucTi 
questions might be mentioned, on which evi- 
dence should be continually colkcted in the 
same way. To so laborious a practice, feWy 
perhaps, would be willing to sulnnit. But, it 
is obvious, that it would enable us to decide 
questions much more accurately than men usn* 
ally do. For, a great many of the instances, 
which are necessary to be considered, in order 
to a right decision, have passed by them unob- 
served; many which were observed, are for* 
gotten; and many are not in their recollection, 
when their determinaticHi is made: and thus 
their decision is founded on a few instances, 
which, from interest or passion, or some pecu* 
liar circumstances, had fixed themselves in 
their mind. Decisions, upon so partial a view 
ef a question, must geneiaiiy be enoneous* If 
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questions occur, on which we have made no^ 
collections, or if we cannot bring ourselves to- 
the practice of so laborious a method as that 
iirhich has been just mentioned, we ought to 
lecollect, as fairly and clearly as possible, all 
the instances of similar cases, which have come 
to our knowledge ; that our decisions may, as- 
much as possible, be founded upon experience. 
For, thus our judgment, having something to 
diiect it, will be left less at the mercy of our 
interests and affections, and, consequently, its- 
decisions will be more likely to be correct. 

This method of judging by experience, it 
should be carefully observed, is applicable only 
to the. determination of the probability or im- 
probability of facts or events, and uot to that 
of the wioraKty of actions. This observation is 
the more important, because, of late years, 
there sepms to have arisen a notion, that general, 
principles should be discarded as impracticable 
theories, and that the good or evil of actions 
should be decided by a consideration of the 
actual state of mankind, or in other, words, by 
an appeal to experience. Jk seems, however, 
forgotten that, by whatever rules we may choose 
to regulate our actions, the only rule by which 
they will, hereafter, be judged, is the law of 
God. He, therefore, who would not be de- 
luded, but would decide justly on the morality 
e£ actions^ must lay down these divine laws, as 
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the principles from which all his conclusions 
must be drawn, and must fairlj follow out his 
reasonings to whatever conclusions tlicj may 
h'ud . It is remarkable, that,, where experience 
should be made the foundation of our judgment, 
we abandon it, and have recourse to reasoning^ 
on assumed principles; while,^ on the other 
hand, where experience is of no authority, bui; 
our conclusions ought to be deduced from ge- 
neral principles, there we make it the ground 
of our decisions^ 

Although the reasoning upon conclusions al- 
ready established by moral evidence, must bar 
come more and more uncertain, the farther we 
proceed; yet, as in some cases, it may be ner 
cessary, it will be proper to give some direc** 
tions relative to that procedure. In doing thisj 
we have only ta relate the principles which are 
Laid down by mathematical writers upon the 
doctrine of chances* They represent certainty 
by unity .; and every probability by a fraction^ 
whose numerator is the number of chances of 
tlie events happening, and i^hose denominator 
is tlie number, bothof its happening and failing. 
Thus, if an {iyent have three chances for its hap- 
pening, and two of its failing, the sum of which 
being 5, the fraction j. will be the probability 
of its happening, and a of its foiling. Or, to 
express the same in other words, the denomi- 
nator of the fraction expresses the whole num- 
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her of the events obsenred^ and the numerator 
the number obserred to happen in a particular 

To render this more easy to persons wha 
Iiaye never studied mathematics, or the highar 
parts of arithmetic ; suppose that out of every 
100 persons, who had been known to eat of a 
certain fruit, 75 had been injured by it ; thea 
ihe probabOity of its being injurious to any 
person who was going to eat of it, would be 
expressed by the fraction -2^, which, being^ 
reduced to its lowest terms, is ir c(msequently^ 
the probability of safety ia eating of it is {» 
This- is the method g£ proceeding ihr a question^ 
ccMQsisting of only one step*. But^ if a second 
<tep be necessary, then the same process must 
be repeatol to ascertain its probability, con-^ 
sidered independently; and, after that, both. 
Bteps are to be combined by multiplying to-- 
gether the* firactioii^ so found, for the second 
conclusion.. Thus suppose as before^ 75 out 
of the 100 had been injured by eating of the 
fruit; and that out of every 10,, who had been 
injured by it, 4 had died; then^ to discover 
what probability of death there was in eating 
of it, I must multiply -p~, or rather | inta 
♦ , which will give a *., which is equal to -j^.. 
Hence the probability of surviving the eating 
irf^ it, will be expressed by ^. In the same 
way we proceed for exery other conclusionj. 
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always ascertaining the fraction, expressive of 
the probability of the given step independently^ 
and then multiplying that fraction into the 
conclusion last established, for the next con- 
clusion. — This example is proposed merely as 
a si>ecimcn of the mode of proceeding in such 
cases, and not to intimate that all subjects are 
capable of being thus calculated. Attention 
n^ust be paid to what has been said above, ia 
order to determine VFhether .the probability 
will admit of being expressed in numbers- 
It was necessary to propose an exahiple, in 
which numerical calculations are used, to de« 
scribe clearly the mode of proceeding* For, 
such is the vagueness of language on subjects 
.of this nature, that terms can scarcely be found 
to describe that mode with sufficient accuracj 
and perspicuity, to afford any direction capabli 
of being clearly understood. 

Sometimes, without altering into a particular 
examination of a question, a tolerable judgment 
may be formed of it from a general view of the 
fairness or unfairness with which it is treated. 
This general view, however j will not warrant 
a high degree of assent; both because we may 
be mistaken in the appearances; and because 
a point which is really true, may be treated 
unfairly, through want of skill in those who 
maiittain it, or from the influence of a ba4 
habit : but it mayi notwithstajqidinj;, afford i^ 
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considerable decree of probabilify. The prin- 
ciples on tvhich this probability depends, are 
as follows : first, that truth is always consistent 
with itself; i, e. that one truth harmonizes with 
others ; and that, in order to its establishment, 
it can never be necessary, that any just prin- 
ciple of evidence, knowledge, or morality, 
should be set aside, or perverted; and conse- 
quently, that no unfair practices can be requi- 
site id maintain it. And, secondly, our ex- 
perience, that when men maintain a cause, 
which they are conscious is just, they are de- 
sirous that it should evidently appear so to be ; 
and, that this desire is so strongs that it always 
influences their conduct, except when it is pre* 
Tented by some powerful motive to the con* 
trary ; and, on the other hand, that when they 
are conscious that their cause is unjust, they 
naturally shrink from fair examination. So 
constant is this experience, that it has become 
proverbial that openness is an evidence of in^ 
nocence J and secrecy, or a desire of conceal- 
ment, an evidence of guiUv There arc, indeed , 
some affiiirs of a nature so entirely private, in- 
volving only the interests of the agent himself, 
or his particular connexions, that nobody else 
has any right to.be acquainted with them. In 
these, every man is at liberty to be as secret a*i 
he pleases; and his secrecy affords no evidenco 
gtf guilL Butj^^in all other cases, the argument 
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from experience is well founded. For, expe- 
rience shews, that an honest man is impatient of 
-suspicion, and in order to free himself from it, 
will do all in his power to bring the cause which 
he maintains, into as clear a light as possible. 



One part of moral evidence relates t6 the 
truth or falsehood of propositions : another re- 
spects things, as whether they are good or bad, 
eligible or ineligible ; or, when two things are 
proposed to our choice, which of them should 
be preferred. But, as when we speak of them, 
we make propositions respecting them, this 
latter part resolves itself into the former. Its 
importance, however, renders it worthy of a 
separate discussion ; and, indeed, s«me points 
in it require particular directions. 

To determine whether a thing proposed be 
good or bad, eligible or ineligible, we must state 
all its advantages on the one side, and all its 
disadvantages on the other; and decide accord-* 
ing to the preponderancy of the former, or the 
latter. The necessity of this arises froni the 
mixt nature of things ; there being scarcely any 
thing entirely good, or eiitirely bad ; entirely 
beneficial, or entirely prejudicial. Hence, if 
we consider only one side of the thing proposed. 
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we cannot possibly form a correct judgment, or 
a judicious choice. 

In estimating advantages and disadvantages^ 
we must not confine our views to those which 
are immediate, but extend them to more remote 
and general consequences; and take care not to 
over-rate those which are near, and under-rate 
those which are distant. For, immediate bene- 
fits are often productive of remote and general 
evils, and immediate disadvantages of remote 
and general benefits. Our choice, therefore, 
lies frequently, perhaps generally, between our 
present interest, which is comparatively small, 
and of short duration, and our future, but ex- 
tensive good. Thus, youth cannot be well 
educated without a degree of study, which is, 
at the time, extremely painAiI, and to which, 
if left to their own choice, they would scarcely 
ever srubmit. Wealth can rarely be acquired 
without application to business, and the sacri- 
fice of ease and pleasure. Health cannot be 
preserved without restraint of the passions and 
inclinations. Character cannot be established, 
without resisting the solicitations of interest. 
And virtue cannot be attained without opposing 
temptations, the compliance with which would 
produce immediate gratification or advantage. 
Hence, virtue has been well described, as the 
sacrifice of the present to the future, and vice 
as the sacrifice of the future to the present. It 
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hy therefore, of great importance both to hap- 
piness and virtue, to acquire a habit of con- 
sidering remote and general consequences, and 
to allow them due influence on our judgment. 

We should, also, be particularly careful that 
^he statement of advantages and disadvantages, 
be correct. For^ in this we are exposed to great 
danger of delusion ; and, that the danger of that 
delusion is real, and not imaginary, is too evi« 
dent from experience. We seldom find that, 
things turn out in possession^ what we had re« 
presented them to ourselves in prospect. The 
great cause of this disappointment is, that if wr 
happen to like the thing proposed, we give too 
much liberty to our imaginations to exaggerate 
its advantages, while we suj^ress many of itar 
disadvantages, and lessen others. On the other 
hand, if we dislike the thing, we oter-rate it». 
evils, and under-rate its benefits. Thus, our 
determinations are made by passion, rather than 
by judgment; they cannot, therefore, be -ex-' 
pected to be prud^it.. So also, when other men . 
would persuade us to the choice of any parti«* 
cular thing, or to engage in any undertaking,, 
they generally over-rate its advantages, and- 
under-rate its disadvantages, or the trouble and. 
expence necessary to ensure success* We- 
should, therefore, suspect the fiillacies to wfaich> 
their statements are liable in these particulars, 
and examine them ¥rith the most rigid accuracy* 
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Thus, people are often induced to engage in 
building upon a low estimate being given them 
of llie expencc, wlien they would not have en- 
gaged in it, had they known the real cost. 

What has been said, relates to those advan- 
tages and disadvantages which constantly attend 
the subject proposed, and which, thereforj^ 
may be considered as morally certain. With 
resjject to such as are contingent, tlie rule is, 
tiiat we should form our expectation of them, 
by a fair consideration of experience, and not 
suppose that our case will prove an exception 
to the general obscrv^ation of mankind. The 
degree in which this rule is disregarded, and 
the mischievous consequences arising from that 
disregard, shew that it cannot be too strongly 
impressed upon our minds. We see men con- 
tinually plunging themselves, and those who 
are under their direction, into vice and misery ; 
not because they are ignorant of the general ex- 
perience of mankind on tlie point in question, 
but because they presume, that their case will 
be an -exception to the general rule. Thus, hien 
place their sons in lines of life proverbially dis- 
solute, or dishonest, and jet trust that they will 
resist tlie temptations which have overcome, by 
far, the greater number of those who have been 
exposed to them.* These are sad delusions. 

* Experience is disregarded in a similar way when men put a 
confidence in persons of certain lines of life, the members of which 
arc known to have been almost universally unworthy of conH- 
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In all cases, it is most probable, that ure, and 
those under our directions, shall experience 
what most others, similarly circumstanced, hay^ 
experienced. This is the only principle on 

dence. In these casei, also, they err, not because they are igno* 
rant of the result of experience, but because they suppose their 
case to be an exception to the general rule. In defence of thit 
disregard of experience, it is sometimes urged, that // does mtfoU 
lovff that because men in that station have been in general unwor- 
thy of confidence, the man in whom we confide is so too. But 
I ask, what is meant by this expression, it does not fulhyxu } If it 
mean that it is not a frobable consequence, the assertion is not true; 
both because it is probable that men in similar situations, exposed 
to similar temptations and under similar circumstances, will be 
affected in the same way; and because in almost every line of 
life there are certain modes of action established by custom, and 
custom is by almost all men regarded as a law. But, if the ex- 
pression mean that it it not a certain consequence, I answer, thit 
IS nothing to the ^int. For human conduct is to be regulated^ 
not by demonstrative but by moral evidence, which cfeet not 
admit of 'Certainty. A further defence of this disr^ard of expc« 
rience is-often groutfded on the superior principles which, it is al- 
ledged, the person in whom we confide possesses beyond other 
men in similar situations. In deciding, nowever, on the exist- 
ence of these superior principles, no allowance is (nade for the 
danger of delusion, arising from friendshio, interest, or party : a 
* danger which facts shew to be extreme. Other men have known 
the general rule derived from experience as well at we. They, 
too, have determined their case to he an exception to it ; and m 
making that determination they have been generally deceive* 
This shews that k is most probable, that we too thall be deceived 
in following their example. It it in this way that expericnco 
becomes of sodittle ute to men in directing their conduct. I do 
not say, that there may not be exceptions to general rules. But 
I say, that we cannot be too careful in examining whether or not 
our case be really an exception ; and that we ought to have strongs 
positive, direct evidence that it is to ; otherwise, we are not iut- 
tifiabie in disregarding general rulet. It is, however, obtervablc, 
that when men are not influenced by interett, friendthipor party, 
they are rarely deluded by thete pretended exccptiont. Thus, few 
people disregard the general character of horte dealers in their 
transactions with them. They generally make ute of all the skiU 
which they possess, in examining the horte which they are goiof 
to purchase ; and yet, after all, they are frequently deceived. 
But, this is not because of the confidence which they repose in 
them, but because the skill of the dealer In concealing the defcctty 
exceeds their tkill in deteoting them. 
The importance of thit note will, it U hopedj CKUte iti leii(gtli. 

F 
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which we can judge with safety, and, when we 
disregard it, we delude ourselves, and do not 
make a fair use of our talents. 

To determine whether it be prudent io en- 
gage in the pursuit of any proposed object, we 
should first consider, whether success in its pur- 
suit be uncertain, or subject to no reasonable 
doubt. If that success be a moral certainty, 
then our decision must be made bj^a compari* 
son of the importance of the object, with the 
trouble and expence of the pursuit. But, if it 
be uncertain, then the consideration of the pro- 
bability of success must be combined with that 
of the importance of the object, and these two 
together must be compared with the trouble 
and expence of pursuit. In general, too, ano- 
ther consideration is necessary. Since one ob- 
ject can seldom be pursued without relinquish- 
ing another, a judgment of the value of. the 
object to be relinquished must be formed in the 
same way, and the comparison of the two muirt 
direct our determination. In like manner, the 
value of two or more objects proposed to us, 
out of which one is to be chosen, may be ascer- 
tained and compared, that we may decide 
which is to be preferred. For instance, should 
a man be in doubt whether he should bring up 
his son to the bar or to agriculture, he should 
consider, on one side, the rank and fortune 
which successful counsellors usually obtain; 



Moral Reasoning, Q9 

and combine this consideration witli the proba- 
bility of success. As this probability is very 
small, it reduces very much the value of the 
expectation to be reasonably entertained. From 
this value he should make a suitable deduction 
for the expensive education for the bar. On 
the other side, he should consider the fortune 
usually acquired in farming, and should com- 
bine this fortune with the probability of suc- 
cess ; and then make a suitable allowance for 
the very little expence incurred in the education 
of a farmer. The superior rank of the one 
may be considered as an equivalent for the more 
agreeable occupation of the other, and there- 
fore, both may be neglected. The result of thjs 
consideration would, perhaps, be, that the supe- 
rior fortune and dignity of the one, was more 
than compensated by the superior probability 
of success, and the small expence in the other.' 

In subjects which both admit and require 
greater accuracy, the following method may 
be pursued. To determine the value of a pro- 
posal : If the attainment of the object admit of 
no reasonable doubt, then from the value of the 
object in itself considered, we are to deduct the 
expence and trouble of pursuit, and the re- 
mainder is the value of the proposal. Thus, 
if the proposed object be worth j81 ,000, and the 
expence incurred in the pursuit, together with 
a reasonable compensation for trouble and loss 

f2 
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of time be jS 150 the value of the proposal is then 
jS850. But, if the attainment of the object be 
imcertain, then the probability of success must 
be ascertained, by a consideration of how many, 
out of as large a number of persons as possible, 
engaged in the same pursuit, and similarly cir* 
cumstanced with ourseWes, have succeeded. 
The probability thus found, must be eipressed 
by a fraction, as before directed. That iractiaii 
must be multiplied into the value of the obgect» 
From this product the compensation fer ex* 
pence, trouble, and time, must be dediu^ted* 
The remainder is the value of the proposal. 
Thus, suppose, ^as before, the value of the ob* 
ject to be j$1,0OO, and that three out of eveiy 
four persons engaged in the pursuit^ under 
similar circumstances with ourselves, have 8UG« 
oeeded : then multiplying 1000 by f, it pro* 
duces j£750; from which deduct, as before, 
J&150. and the remainder j^600 is the value of 
the proposal. In like manner may be ascer- 
tained, the value of an object to be relinquished ; 
or the values of jseveral objects {proposed to us, 
out of which w^ are to .choose one. 

It is obvious^ that all subjects do not require 
equal care in regulating our choice; but, that 
our care should be proportioned to the impor- 
tance of the subject. And, if our determina- 
tion will admit of no correction; but*we must 
abide by our choice, whether wise or foolish^ 
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we can scarcely be too attentivre to the exami- 
nation of the grounds oit> which it is made, ac- 
cording: to the old adage,' ^^ deHberandum est 
diu quod semel statuenduni'est.'^ 



Toregulate our judgment in t&e advice which 
we giy^ to- othersj- we must consider what it 
likely to suit their constitutions, abilities, finan^ 
ces, habits,^ feelltigs, t^ste,- and other circum* 
stances ; for, ar {>wple diflkr much in these re* 
spects, the same advice cannot be suitable to 
all. The chief difficulty arises from the ideas 
of good and evQ, which our own dispositions^ 
habits, and circumstances, have impressed oA 
our minds, and which are so strongly associated * 
with their respective objects, that they can 
scarcely be separated* Hence, we can scarcely 
avmd making ourselves a standard finr others ; 
and thus overlboking the difference of theif 
circumstances, which should' make a corres* 
pondent difference in the advice which we • 
should give them.- But, when the subject of 
advice has any relation to morality, no circnm*- 
stances, but those which make a part of the ^ 
definition of the duty, and thus constitute an 
essential part of the moral nature of the subject^ 
Should make any alteration in our advice. For 
such Immaterial circumstances as feelings, ha- 
bits, &c. make no di&rence as to moral duty. 

p3 



102 Special Directs relative to Mor. Ev. (Ch. IP.) 

CHAP. IV. 

Special Directions relating to each Kind of 

Moral Evidence. 

Jl ERSONAL Observation, and the observa- 
tion of others, coincide in so many particulars^ 
that repetition will be avoided by treating^ of 
them together. 

1. Consider whether you are properly qua- 
lified to ascertain, by observation^ the proper- 
ties of the subject proposed. 

This rule is of especial importance in all 
such subjects as require previous information or 
great skill, or a nice discernment in making tlie 
experiments. Thus, should any one, unac- 
quainted with the elements of chemistry, the 
accuracy requisite in chemical experiments, or 
the various ways in which fiJlacies may arise 
in them, engage in a course of experiments, he 
could not safely trust to their result. Incapa- 
city for making observations correctly, may 
arise from other sources, besides the want of 
talents, or of previous information. Religious 
or political prejudices may also disqualify a 
man for a fair deduction of general conclusions 
from an observation of mankind. And, in ge- 
neral, prejudice and interest, render our obser- 
vations suspicious. 

This rule applies equally to the observation 
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of others. It teaches us not to trust to their 
observations, unless we may presume them to 
have been fair and capable observers. " 

2. Be careful to ascertain the circumstances 
under which your observations were made. 
For, as has been already said, the events of 
things depend on circumstances, and often on 
circumstances which might be thought inca- 
pable of influencing them . Their events, there- 
fore, under one set of circumstances, can afibrd 
no rule for judging of them under another. 
Thus, in the case of the King of Siam, men- 
tioned above, it was not considered that his ob- 
servations on water were made on degrees of 
heat, very different from those under which the 
Ambassador asserted that it would be converted 
into ice; nor was it considered, that though, in 
certain latitudes, the cold might never exceed 
a certain degree^ it could not thence be inferred, 
that it might not exceed it in other latitudes. 

As it was remarked before, a distinction must 
be made between such circumstances, as can af- 
fect the event, and such as cannot ; and expe- 
rience alone can teach us how to make this 
distinction. This rule, also, is equally appli* 
cable to the observations of others. 

3\ Take care that your conclusions be not 
drawn from the observation of too small a num« 
ber of subjects ; of rather, that the degree of 
your assent to them be proportioned to the ex« 

f 4 
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tent of the materials from which they are drawn. 
For, though a very few observations may war- 
rant a conjecture, we cannot safely consider a 
general truth as established, without i\\e obser- 
vation of many subjects of the same kind. In 
this respect J however, a difference must be made 
in the different kinds of subjects, according as 
they are of a more uniform or a more various 
nature. For, fewer observations will warrant a 

' general conclusion, on such subjects as minerals^ 
earths or vegetables, than on the effects of things 
on mankind. Wc are in too much haste" to 

' draw general condusions^ and are unwilling to 
wait, till we are possessed g£ materials, from 
which they may be safely drawn. 

In the application of this rule to the observa- 
tions of others, there is some difficulty. For 
we are often incapable of knowing the extent 
of the subjects on which their observations were 
made; and men are apt to speak of them as 
more extensive than they were. We can over- 
come this difficulty only by considering their 
general habits of accuracy in observation, and 
correctness in statement. Our knowledge of 
these habits must be attained, either by an ac- 
quaintance with the character of the particular 
individual, with whose observations we are fur- 
nished ; or, by a consideration of the general 
character of the profession to which he belongs. 
For^ as was remarked before, the observations 
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of the members of some professions, are mort 
worthy of credit than those of others. 

4. In subjects which are observed to be va- 
rious, we can know what event is probable, in 
any particular case, only by considering how it 
has most frequently happened. And we can aB(^^< 
certain the degree of that probability only, by 
collecting the number of cases, in which it has 
been observed to happen in each way; and, 
takii^ those numbers a» the latio, which the , 
probability of its happening Ia one way, bears 
to its happening in the other. Bnt, tjiis points 
has been sufficiently discussed before. 

5. It is, also, to be remembered, that the 
utmost that can be accomplished in such 8ub« 
jects, is to ascertain, not what actually will 
happen in each particular case^ but only wh^t* 
is most likely to happen; or what may be ex-- 
pected, in a certain proportion, ^ out of a giveoc 
number of cases. Hence^ he w^ assures »> 
single life on the most oorrect principles of' 
assurance, may be a loser; wMle,- had' he ais^- 
sured a thousand lives on the same principles^r 
he might have been om gainer. So also - the . 
effects of any proposed regulations or. mea*- 
sures upon numerous bodies of men,»adln»it of- - 
being ascertained with greater psobah^ty, thaii' 
up(Hi a few individu^.. For the principle!^..* 
upon which the judgment is formed, have been 
deduced from a general observation of maa* 

f5 
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kind ; and therefore, if thej haTe been dednced 
canecHyj they mast be foond to be just when 
applied to nnmeroos bodies of men. Wheieas, 
however correct these principles may be, as 
general troths, they may fiiil when applied 
to a few individaals, who may diflfer in dis- 
position fran the generality e[ mankind, or be 
actuated by caprice, or infln^iced by some- 
unforeseen, accidental circumstances. Thus the 
effects of political r^ulations may often be 
more exactly known^ than of those in jniTafe 
life.^ 

A few farther cautions may be giren, to re* 
gnlate the credit which should be given to the 
observations of others. 

1. If they state the &ct8, from which they 
deduced their observations, we should consider 
whether they had sufficient ground for their 
conclusions ; or, if they relate the processes of 
their experiments, we should examine how far 
they were likely to afibrd an accurate result. 

f . We should consider how far the obser- 
vations of others concur with our own. If they 
coincide, our deductions are evidently con- 
firmed ; but, if they difier, we should fe-exa- 
mine the ground on which we made our obser- 
vations, and our ability to make them fairly ; 
and carefully inquire, whether'we oar they were 
more likely to be mistaken. 

• Sec Stcwarfi Philoiojphy of the Mind, chap. iv. icc. 9, 
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It is a rule of evidence, that credit should be 
given to every man in his own profession. 
And, on the whole, this is a safe rule. For 
though erroneous opinions may be entertained 
by. persons in most lines of life, and may be 
persisted in through prejudice, yet a certain 
degree of success does attend their judging 
and acting on the opinions which they hold ; 
whereas, were the plans of inexperienced per- 
sons, or those of speculative projectors followed, 
very few of them would be found to succeed at 
all/ Thus, were farmers, instead of being dis- 
posed to follow the practice of their forefathers, 
ready to adopt every new plan proposed to them 
as an improvement, they would involve them- 
selves in losses, and the public might be injured 
by a scarcity of grain. There is^ however, a 
mean. A man should be so far ready to adopt 
plans of improvement^ as to be willing to try 
them on a small scale ; but he should, in the 
general management of his business^ pursue, 
steadily, his old plans, till experience has 
sanctioned the new ones* If skilful men in 
any line have relinquished an old practice, it 
may be reasonably presumed, that they have 
done so on the authority of experience. 

3. We should consider how far they, who 
furnished us with their observations, were likely 
to relate them faithfully. Here, the nnture of 
the subject must direct us ; for, if it be con* 

r6 
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nected with any party-prejudices, political, re- 
ligious, or literary ; or be likely to promqte any 
private interest, or gratify the vanity of the ob- 
server ; his fidelity in tiie relation is less de- 
serving of credit, than it would otherwise be. 



To regulate the credit to be given io Tes* 
timony.* 

It should be recollected, that Testimony re-* 
lates to specific facts or events, and not io ge- 
neral conclusions, deduced from the observa* 
tion of a variety of &cts c^the samekind ; and, 
that it is the evidence of a person, who declares 
that he himself saw or heard what he relates, 
and not that he was informed of it by others. 
To determine whether his evidence be Vf&tthy 
of credit at all, or how far it is so, the fbQow- 
11^ particulars mnst be attended to : * 

I» It should be ccmsidered, how ikr the 
thing in itself, and under its proposed circum- 
stances, is credible or incredible* For, if it be 
^absolutely impossible, no previous opinion of 
the competency and veracity of the witness, 
can procure belief. If what is related be pos- 
sible, but extremely improbable, the testimo- 
nies of a greater number of persons of unim-* 
peachable character, together with the evidence 

* Several of the leading ideas on this tubjecti are ukca fr^Oi 
Dr. Watu*i Logic, part ii. chap. v. sec. ^^ 



of concurrent circumstances, are requisite ta 
render it credible. But, if it be not improba* 
ble, the testimony of an ordinary and unsus- 
pected witness, is sufficient to make it worthy 
of credit. 

These are the general prineif^ei on which 
the credibility or incredibility oi the things at* 
tested should regulate our belief id testimony*. 
But, as this subject is of great importance, it 
must be treated with greater particularity. 

It should be observed, that the presumptions 
arising from expaience, cannot be compared^ 
on equal terms with the probabilities arising' 
from testimony, becawe they are not honuK 
geneal,^ and no rule can be formed, similar U> 
that of reduction in arithmetic, to bring them 
to the same denomination. In that class of 
subjects which has above been denominated 
variousy the strongest presumptions may be 
overcome by the testimony of witnesses of or- 
dinary credibility. For, a& it k observed by 
Bishop Butler^ (Analogy^ part ii» chap, iiw 
sec. S.) ^^ There is a very strong presumption 
^^ against commoD speculative truths, and 
<^ against the most ordinary fiu^ts, befinro the 
*^ proof of them ; which yet is overcome by al* 
^^ most any proof. There is a presumption of 
^^ millionstoone against the story of Caesar, or 
^^ of any other man. For suppose a number 

• Set Dr. CampbeU't Diwtrtitioiif op Mirtdet, pag^ oS. 
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^' of common facts, so and so circwnstancedy 
^' of which one had no kind of proof, should 
" happen to come into one's thoughts, every 
^' one would, without any possible doubt, con-^ 
^^ elude them to be false. And the like may 
'^ be said of a single common fact." 

The general conclusions, deduced, however, 
from the observatimi of subjects which are imt"' 
form J cannot as easily be overcome by tes-^ 
timony.. Thus^ no man would bdieve that a* 
cannon-ball, thrown from, a ship into the sea, 
floated, upon such testimony as was only sufr 
ficient to give credibility to the events of the 
life of a Cromwell or a Buonaparte, however 
surprising those events may be. Yet, evene; 
these general conclusions may be surmounted 
by testimony, provided the witnesses be nu-^ 
merous, their characters unimpeachable, the: 
fiu^ts. level to thjeir judgment, and the circum<«' 
stances under which they give their evidence, 
calculated to confirm it. For, facts which con*^ 
tradict these general conclusions, ought not ta 
be regarded as impossible. Strictly speaking, 
that only is impossible which involves in it an* 
absurdity. It is only in a lower and incorrect* 
sense, that those things are called impossibi-*' 
lities, which are contradictory to uniform and 
general experience. TIius, that a man should 
be able to foretel, clearly and distinctly, remote 
events^ to walk upon the sea^ to heal diseases 
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by a command, to raise the dead, though they 
be contrary to the ordinary course rf nature ; 
yQi^ as they involve in them no absurdity, they 
are not in themselves, and in the strict sense of 
the word, impossibilities. For the course of 
nature might, in these and in other respects, 
have been different from what it is, had it 
pleased the Creator that it should be so ; or^ 
as lias been already observed, it may have been 
suspended or altered, on particular occasions, 
and for important purposes. Facts of this na- 
ture, therefore, ought not to be regarded as 
incapable of l^eing rendered credible by tcsti- 
moiiy ; though they certainly require extraor- 
dinary testim(Miy, together with the evidence of 
concurrent circumstances, \o procure belief. 

Besides these, there are facts of another kind, 
on which we are in danger of exercising an un» 
reasonable incredulity. They are such as are 
more properly beyond Our expefience, than con* 
tradictori/ to it ; * being such as neither we, nor 
any other persons, as &r as we can learn, have 
ever observed. Thus, if socm after the disco* 

* WHen we d'Tstinguish facts ai heyondy or emtraifctwy to ex* 
perience, we must mean Hy the term experiencei the general con- 
clusions deduced from observation. For, if we mean by it the 
experience of a specific fact, nothing can be contradictory to it*,; 
but what is asserted to have happened, and which we ezperiencea' 
not to have happened. But, understanding the word in the icitsa 
above-mentioned, that wax should not melt in fircy or lead simile 
in water, is contradictory to our experience ; but that water 
should become solid, was properly beyond the experience of the 
King of Siam, and not contradictory to it ; because he haicl never 
seen it under those circumicancet in which iu freexiog ulfLet 
place. 
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rery of dectricity , a person had travelled to a. 
part of tbe world, unacquainted wit& that di«co* 
Teiy, and had related the extraordkiarj electri- 
cal phoenomena which he had seen, his vera-^ 
city would probably have been disputed ; until 
he had either shewn some electrical experi- 
ments, or jMToduced the testimony of several 
oih6t' respectable witnesses in eonfirmation of 
his assertions* However extensive our know- 
ledge of nature may be, we cannot safely pre*. 
sume,'tfaat we are yet acquainted with the whole 
of it. As diseoveries have already been made, 
which were attegether unlooked for by our pre- 
decessors^ so^ forther discoveries may still be 
made^ of which we can at present form no con- 
cepticm. The discovery of Galvanism is very 
recent. And, as it is obvious into what errors we 
shpuld have run, had we on first hearing of it» 
phcBBomena pronounced them false, we should 
learn i& be cautitms in deciding, that other ex-* 
traordinary facts^ which are related by compe- 
tent witnesse9> are undeserving of credit* The 
fidl of hearvy bodies^ of the appearance of stones,, 
from the higher regions of the atmosphere, ac- 
companied by a luminous meteor, a hissing 
sound, like that of large shot, and a loud ex- 
plosion has been generally discredited. But, 
he who reads the evidence of these facts, which 
has lately been collected, will -scarcely witli- 
hiM his assent to their truih^ however dissatis* 
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fied he may be with the method of accounting 
for them.* An acquaintance with philosophy 
"^ill sometimes not only render credible certain 
phocnomena, the existence of which we might 
have disbelieved, but afeo enable us to account 
for them on natural principles, when, by super- 
stilSorus people, they are regarded as mnraeles or 
portentous signs. Thus the various appear- 
ances of terrestial bodies in the atmosphere, iw 
of buildings^ cattle, or even armies, which by 
some have beeu regarded as prodigies, an* 
nouncing the approach of awftil' events, and 
would, by most, be thought the mere illusions 
of the imagination, or pronounced falsehoods, 
have been accounted for by phUosophers,> by 
the known laws of refraction, f Many extraor* 
dinary facts are mentioned by Bishop Douglas, 
in his Criterion of Miracles, of the influence of 
the mind in the occasion and cure •f diaeaseSk 
These facts are of such a nature, tint while some 
would be disposed- to r^ard Iben a»miraculoiis, 
most men would, probably, determine them to 
be incredible ; yet they aie supported by testi- 
mony, m itself unexceptionaUe, afid confirmed 
by. various other simibur cases; and theiefore^ 
as the Bishop observes, are-worthy of credit* 

On the other hand, it would be equally hq* 
safe to admit the truth of extraordinary facts on 

« See Edinburgh Review, vol. iii. page 396. 
\ SeeCkiitnui Obterveri vol. iit. pagie 669. 
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slight and suspicious evidence. In these cases^ 
as in most, the mean is safer than either extreme* 
We shall be most likely to avoid error by re- 
quiring that the number and credit of the wit* 
nesses, together with the evidence of concur-* 
rent circumstances, should be, in some degr^^ 
proportioned to the improbability arising from 
the extraordinary nature of the facts attested. 
How we are to judge of the credit of witnesses^ 
ajid of the circumstances which tend to confirm 
their evidence, will be inquired. pres^atly* 

S. The coijusistency of the parts of a rela* 
lion with each other, and with known circum'f* 
stances, is another point to be attended to. If 
the relation be long, it is very difficult, if not 
impracticable to fabricate it so completely in 
all its parts as to presierve eonsistency. Hence 
consistency confirms the relation; and if the 
subject be examined ia this view, the decep* 
lion, if any dxist, will ge^erally be detected. - 

3. . The light which is thrown upon the suIh 
ject by subsequent circumstances, should also 
be regarded. For, when these circumstances 
are such, as from experience they might be ex- 
pected to be, on. a supposition that the fact as* 
scrted were true, they confirm the assertion; 
otherwise- lliey lessen its credibility. The in- 
fluence of these circumstances, both in support 
of the evidence of testimony, and in opposition 
to it<| is various, according as such circum- 
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stances do more or less constantly follow such 
a fact, as is asserted. Thus, were it asserted, 
that a certain man had taken arsenic, his death, 
togetlier with such appearances of his body, as 
are usual in cases of this nature, would be a 
strong confirmation of the assertion; but his 
continuing to live, and to enjoy health, would 
be a contradiction of it. Or, were it asserted, 
that an apprentice had robbed his master, his 
appearing on a sudden possessed of considcra-, 
biy more money than usual, would render the 
assertion probable. 

4. The competency of the witness to judge 
of tlie fact which he relates, is another point 
to be considered. That competency depends 
partly on his abilities, and partljTon tlie Qp« 
portunities which he may be presumed to have 
had of seeing, or hearing what Jie states. Our, 
determination of both these must be r^ulated- 
by the nature of the subject, and the character* 
and situation of the witness* 

5. If the fact be stated to have happened^ 
a considerable time ago, it should be examined, 
whether it is probable that the witness should- 
recollect it clearly; or whether he has used any 
means to assist his memory,- as writing it down, 
or frequently menticming it, or connecting it 
with other circumstances more easily remem-t 
bered. This consideration is more especially 
deserving of attention, when the subject of the 
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evidence fe such, as is Hkeljr to escape the re« 
Golketion; for instance, wcnrds spoken, espe« 
daily ar long discourse, could scarcely be re- 
membered correctly. 

6. We should inquire, nvhether the witness 
be a man of general veracity. Though all men 
profess to regard truth, yet they respect it 
in very different dbgrees. Some men could 
scarcely be prevailed upon ia violate it on Any 
consideration-; while others are induced to sa- 
crifice it to interest, to party, ta a &&e deli- 
cacy, to vanity, or even to ff compliment. 
Others again^ though they wouFd scruple to 
affirm what they haew to* be wfioHy ftdse, yet 
delight in t'einhg extraordinary stories, and in* 
dulge themselves in exaggerating and embd* 
If shing the real facts which they relate. When 
ihey engage in relating an anecdote, and have 
forgotten* any of its circumstances, unwilfing to 
injure their narrative by omissions, they supply 
the defects of theiir memory by invention. 
Thus^ though they, perhaps, entertain no di^ 
rec* deliberate design ta deceive, yet the im»- 
pression which' they make on the minds of tBefr 
hearers^,- is- inconsistent with a correct view 0t 
the fact^ It is evident, that the credit which 
can safely be given to any man's testimony, 
must be regulated by the regard which he may 
be presumed to have for truth ;• and the deg/Kft 
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of that regard can be known oiAyhy an ao 
quaintance with his general character. 

7. It should also be considered, whether 
there be reason to presume that the witness 
spoke his real judgment of the fact in question* 
For^ there are subjects and occasions, on which 
even men of general veracity, assume the liberty 
of deviating from truth, and that liberty is, 
though tacitly^ yet so generally albwed by the 
worlds that scarcely anjr loss of character is sus« 
tained thereby. The world is a great theatre, 
men are players, each acting a part. On this 
stage they speak rather according to their as- 
sumed character, than according to their real 
judgment. And though this licence is used 
more frequently^ as to ppinions, than as to the 
statement of jbcts, yet it is not strictly confined 
to opinionfii. And should we charge any man 
with a disregard to .truth on this account, we 
should probably be despised for illiberality, or 
ignorance of the world. For tlie same man, 
when he had laid aside the mask, and retired 
within th^ circle dP his private connexions^ 
would shew that, under his real character, he 
^It the obligations of veracity ; and would give 
4' very different -view of the fact from what he 
bod given on the stage. Whether men be at 
liberty, on any occasion, thus to suspendf by 
common consent^ the operation of the laws of 
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truth, is a question of moralitj, and not of 
moral evidence ; and therefore^ falls not within 
the province of this tract. But, as the liberty 
is assumed, it is necessary to guard against the 
errors nhich would arise from ignorance of the 
practice. For, it is evident, that unless we 
distinguish between thfe occasions, on which 
men regard themselves as bound to speak the 
truth, and those on which they do not, we must 
be continually exposed to error in believing 
tiieir testimony. This distinction can be made 
only by attentive^ observation, or acquaintance 
with the world. 

8. Whether the witness be a man of inte- 
grity, or of an unprincipled character, should 
also be considered. For, if the general tenor 
of a man's conduct shew, tliat he has no r^aid 
to the obligations of morality, it may be pre- 
sumed, that he will not hesitate, on suitaUe oc- 
casions, to violate the truth. 

9. It should be inquired, whether the in- 
terest of the witness is likely to be afiected by 
the decision of the point in question. For, ex- 
perience shews, that, under the bias of interest> 
men scarcely ever judge correctly, or give a 
fair and impartial evidence. They are then in- 
duced to suppress some circumstances, to soften 
others, and to give to the whole matter such a 
turn, as is most favourable to themselves. This, 
therefore, is the principal circumstance whicJi 
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renders testimony suspicious. Hence, it is a 
wise rule in our law, to reject the evidence of 
all those who are interested in the decision of a 
cause. 

10. As the testimony of an interested per- 
son, in his own favour, is suspicious, that tes- 
timony, which makes against his interest, is 
worthy of great credit ; for, there then appears 
no other reason for his giving such evidence, 
than the force of truth. Here, however, it 
should be carefully, ascertained, that his evi- 
dence is really opposite to his interests ; and, in 
isome cases, this is attended with difficulty. 
For that, which is opposite to a man's general 
interest, may tend to promote some particular 
purpose, which he has at that time in view. 
Nor, should the rule be extended without cau- 
tion to what oj^oses the interests of the wit- 
ness's party. For, in parties, secret enmities 
and separate interests arise, which make an in- 
dividual sometimes willing, for private pur- 
poses, to cast a reproach upon his partizans. 
Hence, what is regarded as the concession of 
an opponent, and therefore indubitable, may, 
sometimes, be febricated, for the purpose of 
promoting that interest of the witness, which, 
at that particular time, influences his mind. 
Most frequently, however, the iniSiience of party 
- prejudice operates in the same way with that of 
private interest* And, hence arises the diffi- 
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jculty of obtaining a fair representation of &cts^ 
in times of great political animosity. 

IL The manner in which the evidence is 
given, may afford some assistance in judging 
of the veracity of the witness* There is a aim* 
plicity and firmness, equally remote from hesi- 
tation, and an assumed ^^onfidence, with which 
men generally speak the truth. This, though 
difficult to be described, m»j be learnt by 4>b« 
fiervation. 

ISL The occasion «on which a testimony it 
given, may, sometimes, render it suspicious. 
Thus^ should a man inform me, unasked, and 
without any assignable iceason, that a.pc^rson 
just dead, and from whom I had no expecta- 
tion, had not left me any thing in his wdl^ I 
jihould be apt to suspect his assertion. But, if 
tiiere were any apparent reason why he shoul^ 
give me this information, provided it w^e true^ 
no such suspicion would be excited by iL 

13. The testimony of a dying mian has been 
considered as entitled to peculiar credit ; for, 
as he knows be is about to leave the world, and 
all its concerns, and to appear immediately in 
the presence of his Judge, it is presumed that 
he would not wiUingly contract the guilt of a 
deliberate falsehood ; a falsehood in which he 
can have but very little interest. Yet, it is 
not unusual for persons, wbp are executed, to 
die asserting their innocence, though there bf 
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ilrong reasons to conclude them guilty, and 
nothing occurs afterwards to make that guilt 
suspected. To determine the degree of credit 
due- to such evidence, the general state of tlie 
man's mind should be considered. If his con- 
cinct shew tliat his mind is duly impressed with 
tlie awfulness of the eternal judgment, his testi- 
mony is entitled to great credit; but, if it ma- 
nifest no such impression, his evidence should 
be regarded as of little weight. The persons 
above-mentioned, who testify their innocence 
at tlieir execution, are most frequently void of 
moral principle, and no suitable change ap- 
pears to take place in their minds even to the 
last. Their apprehensions of the judgment to 
come, are so slight as to be capable of being 
surmounted by any temporal interests, however 
small ; as a regard to their character after death, 
or the interest of their families or friends, or 
even the casting a suspicion on the prosecutor, 
the witnesses, or the judge. The testimony of 
such persons is evidently very suspicious. If, 
however, the subject of their testimony be such 
as can no way affect their own character, or 
promote any interest for which they can be 
supposed io have any concern, or gratify any 
passion, however momentary, their evidence is 
tlien worthy of credit. The general nature of 
the subjects, also, should be considered. For, 
there are subjects, which men have brought 

G 
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themselves to regard as of such vast importance 
as to justify the use of almost any means ne- 
ccssal-y to their success ; and it cannot be pre- 
sumed that such prejudices wholly lose their 
influence, even in tlie moments of death. 
Hence the testimony of a dying man cannot 
be as safely trusted on such subjects, as on 
others, where no such prejudices prevail. It 
should, also, be observed, that where the evi- 
dence of a dying man to a specific fact, would 
be fully entitled to credit, his evidence as to the 
general rectitude of a certain cause, may deserve 
no regard. All that it can possibly prove, is, 
thaf he sincerely believes the cause to be just. 
But, as we have no reason to suppose, that the 
minds of men become enlightened in nrticuto 
mortiSy we cannot safely trust the judgment of 
a dying man, any more than of one in sound 
health. 

14. It should be considered, whether the 
evidence for the fact rests on the testimony of 
only one witness, or of more. For, as has been 
already observed, the concurrence of indepen- 
dent witnesses, increjuses the weight of their 
evidence, and that in a much greater degree 
than in the piopodion of their numbers. Here, 
also, the naMue of the tiubject should be at- 
tended to. For, if it be such, as would pro- 
bably be mentioned by several person*, on a 
supposition that it were true, then its being as- 
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sertcd by only one, detracts from its credibilUy. 
But, on tlie other hand, if the fact be of so 
very private a nature, that if it had happened, 
it would, probably, have been known only by 
one person; then, though the evidence of a 
single witness be of less weigJit than that of 
more, his testimony is not rendered suspicious 
by his being alone. For, as strong evidence as 
the nature of the case admits, is here produced. 
The degree of our assent, however, should ()e 
carefully proportioned to the weight of the evi- 
dence. In judging wliether the nature of the 
case admit of the testimony of only one witness, 
we should considCT, whether the representation 
of it bear the marks of simplicity, or those of 
art and contrivance, so to construct it, as to 
exclude the evidence of all other persons, and 
to make it rest on the testimony of the witness 
alone. For such marks of art and contrivance, 
would evidently render it suspicious. 

15. Is the subject of such a nature, and so 
circumstanced as to admit of an easy confuta- 
tion, if it be fake ? Scarcely any consideration 
is of greater importance than this; for, other- 
wise, the law of reputation, the great principle 
of human conduct, opposes no barrier against 
falsehood ; but the witness is at liberty to make 
what misrepresentations he pleases, and thereby 
to gratify any secret passion, or to promote any 
private interest, without danger of disgrace. 

q2 
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For the same reason it should be considered^ 
whether the situation of the witness be such, as 
to secure him froin sliame, if his falsehood be 
delected, for this would weaken the credibility 
•of his testimony. 

16. A vague account of a fact, is not so 
worthy of credit, as a relation which contains 
all the particulars of time, place, persons, and 
-the like. Because, as all these particulars af- 
ford means of detection, if the relation be false, 
•it may be presumed that the relater is satisfied 
that his account will bear examination. For 
the same reason, quotations are entitled to cre- 
dit, in proportion as the means of examining 
fthem are afforded by a statement, not only of 
rthe book, but -of the volume, and the page, 
•whence they are taken, and, even of the library 
tivhere the book, if scarce, may be found. 

17. If, while the witness speaks positively 
«s to some particulars, he acknowledges him- 
fielf to be ignorant of others, or to be only im- 
perfectly acquainted with them ; this acknow- 
ledgment tends to confirm his evidence, as to 
those which he positively affirms. Because, it 
carries with it tlie appearance of caution, not 
to exceed his knowledge, and shews that he is 
not prepared to affirm any thing that may be 
asked him, to make? ^ut the story. 

18. Of the statement of ancient facts, it 
should be inquired, what reception they met 
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Willi Avlicn ihey were first made. If ihej^ were 
generally believed, by those who migjit have 
confuted them, had they been folse, and if they 
were disputed by none, they may, for the most 
part, be considered, as well established. I£ 
they were disputed at first, but, on examuia- 
tion, were admitted, they are confirmed by their 
trial. But^ if they continued to be discredited, 
they are to be suspected ; and, unless the unbe* 
lievers may fairly be presumed to have been 
influenced by ignorance^ interest, prejudice, or 
passion, they should be rejected. A com])ji- 
rison, therefore, should be made between the 
believers and unbelievers, in re8]3ect to ability 
and impartiality, and its result should deter- 
mine our judgment. These are the general 
principles upon which our assent io ancient 
factsj may be regulated. But, to estimate more 
correctly, the influence which the reception of 
any account by those to whom ii was originally 
presented, ought to have on our belief, we should 
further inquire, whether that reception pro-^ 
ceeded on due examination, and on just princi^ 
pies; or may be fairly attributed to ignorance, 
credulity, negligence, or prejudice* v Thus,, 
where the parties, who originally received the 
account, gave it only a careless assent, or from 
mere indolence or indifference, took no pains ta 
correct it ; their assent ought not to influence 
our judgment, as it should, where it may be 
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presnmctl, that tlipy felt the importance of as- 
certaining its credibility; ami, therefore, exa- 
mined it with due care, before they admitted 
it. Hence, the admission of stories of prodi- 
gies, unconnected with the faith or practice of 
those wlio received tliem, is entitled to little 
weight; while the reception of accounts of mi- 
racles, wrought for the establishment of Chris- 
tianity, onglit to produce a conviction of their 
trntli. Because, it is highly probable, that the 
belief of the former was not regulated by due 
< xamiiiation : w hcreas, the greatest interests 
l)oing immediately connected with the latter, 
it is altogether improbable that they should 
have been admitted, without the strictest scni- 
tiny. For, it cannot be reasonably imagined^ 
that vast multitudes should be induced to 
Racrifice their prejudices, and» immediate in- 
terests, in relinquishing the religion, in which 
they had been educated ; the religion of a long- 
line of ancestors; a religion which was the ob- 
ject of veneration, the glory of their country, 
and hitherto of themselves; to embrace a new 
religion, the object of universal contempt and 
abhorrence ; when, by so doing, they gave up 
all prospects of worldly prosperity and ease, 
exposed themselves to general scorn and malice, 
and frequently to severe persecution; without 
having carefully examined the credibility, of 
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the miracles, on wliicli its claims to their re- 
ception, were founded. 

Thus, also, the reception of accounts of mi- 
racles, wrou.:>;!it in confirmation * of opinions 
already established, is not entitled to thesamc 
influence on our judgment, as it is when tbe 
mirqu^les were performed, to establish new opi- 
nions, opposite to such as liave been previously 
entertained ; and, especially, when those mi- 
racles were wrought in the presence of enemies. 
For, in the latter case, no reason can be as- 
signed for their reception, but a full convic- 
tion of their truth. But, in the former, there 
feeing nothing to excite those who received the 
accounts to scrutinize them, it is probable they 
were received without due examination: be- 
sides, it is difficult to ascertain, whether or not 
they were really believed^ by those who contri* 
buted to propagate them, and were not merely 
pious frauds. Thus, stories of Popish mira- 
cles, may easily be circulated in Popish coun- 
tries, and may be received without examination 
by the ignorant multitude ; while they would 
meet with no credit among Protestants. So^ 
again, the reception of many historical facts^ 
honourable to the nation among whom thejr 
were published, or dishonourable to their ene-^ 
mies ; or, creditable to that party in a state^ 

* Falcy*s Evidence of Christianity, vol. \u pajc 21* 
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ivliich possesscil, almost exclusively, the op- 
portunity of transmitting the records of events 
to i)osterity, or discreditable to their opponents, 
ought not to induce us, implicitly, to decide 
upon tlicir truth ; but, in forming bur judg- 
ments of tliem, we should mtake due allowance 
for the effects of prejudice* Thus, for ex- 
ample, it may be reasonably presumed, that in 
relating the transactions between the Romans 
and Cartliaginians, th^ Roman historian would 
be irrfluenccd by attachment to his own country, 
and hatred of its enemies; and, that the same 
prejudice Mould induce his countrymen in 
grnoral, to admit his accounts, though par- 
tifil, since tJicy were in their own favour. Of 
course, that admission is not of sufficient au» 
thority to warrant our implicit credit. Had 
the works of any Carthaginian historian reached 
us, we might have seen some of the same facts 
stated less to the honour of Rome, and more to 
that of Carthage ; and yet, have found reason 
to presume, that his accounts also were fully 
admitted by the Carthaginians, On tlie other 
hand, when the facts related are dishonourable 
to the nation, or party, who yet received the 
accounts of them, that reception confirms their 
truth. Thus, as the History of the Bible, 
though it records the peculiar privileges con- 
ferred on the Jews by the Almighty, relates 
also the base and ungrateful returns which they 
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continually made for them, their universal re- 
ception of it renders its truth indubitable. 

It should also be considered, whetlier the ac- 
counts of these ancient facts,* were published 
near tlie time and place, when and wliere they 
are stated to have happened. For, if tliey were 
not published till long after^ they arc sus- 
picious ; because it does not appear that tliey 
were ever heard of before; because it generally 
seems improbable, if not impracticable, for the 
person who asserts them to have obtained .any 
just grounds for his assertion ; and, because 
they want that confirmation which should be 
derived from their reception, by persons who 
might have confuted them, had they been false. 
Thus, the miracles ascribed to Mahomet, by 
those who wrote several centuries after his death , 
wliich miracles were never heard of before, are 
unworthy of credit. But, those secret facts of 
history, which have been published from papers 
in the cabinets of princes, or in the possession 
of private families are credible, though they 
did not become publicly known, till a consi- 
derable time after the event. For, as from 
their nature, they were incapable of being pub- 
licly known, except from these secret papers j 
and, it is highly improbable,, that access should 
be had to those papers, till a considerable time 
had elapsed, the facts have the best evidence, 

♦ P«lcy*j Evidence of Christianity, vol. il. pages 6 and 9, 
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of which the nature of the case admits. Be- 
sides, their credibility depends, not merely on 
the historian, but on tlie authenticity of the 
papers themselves, the opportunities which the 
original writers of them possessed of being ac- 
quainted with the facts which they relate, and 
the degree of probability of their being dis- 
^posed to relate them feiirly. 

If the accounts were published at a distance 
from the place where the facts were stated to 
have happened, especially if that be a place 
seldom visited by foreigners, they are sus- 
picious; because the restraints of the law of 
reputation can then be felt but little by their 
relater; and, their public reception cannot have 
been regulated by due examination, but must 
have arisen from the confidence reposed in the 
assertor; which confidence may often be ac- 
counted for from tlie influence of prejudice,^ 
interest, or party. Thus, the miracles for- 
merly published in Europb, as having been 
performed by Popish missionaries in India, are 
unworthy of credit. 

19. The entire omission of a thing, pre- 
tended to have been public, by all other au- 
thors who might naturally have been expected 
to mention it, renders it suspicious. And it is 
the more suspicious, in proportion as the au- 
thors, by whom it was omitted, may be pre- 
sumed to have been engaged by interestj^ by 
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prmciple, or by tlic nature of their work to re- 
cord ii^ if they had been acquainted with it. 
But, if a satisfactory reason can be assigned 
why these authors should omit the mention of 
the fact, it then ceases to be suspicious on that 
account. 

20. Hitherto wc have supposed, that we 
have testimony on only one side of a question; 
but, it often happens, that witnesses are pro- 
duced on both sides. In this case, we should 
examine whether tlieir a^sertion^ cannot be 
so interpreted, as to agree with each other. 
If they can, such interpretation should be 
adopted ; because, it is to be presumed, until 
the contrary appear, that the witnesses on both 
sides speak truth. But, if their assertions can- 
not be reconciled, it is then to be observed, 
that oiiQ affirmative witness may countervail 
many negatives ; provided the fact which he 
affirms be of such a nature, that it might pro- 
bably have taken place, and yet not have been 
noticed by those who deny it. An affirmative 
witness is one who asserts, that a certain fact 
did take place; a negative is one who asserts 
that it did not. But, as many propositions are 
capable of being expressed in both a positive 
and a negative form, this definition is too 
vague. When the assertion will admit of 
cither form of expression, and the subject of it 
is of such a nature^ that with that degree of at- 

06 
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tention T.hich the witness maybe reasonably 
presumed to liave paid, he was fully capable 
of judging^ whether the fact did take place or 
not, his assertion should be regarded as m the 
positive form, and he should be cxHisidered as 
an affirmative witness. But if the fact asserted 
be such, that it might have happened, and he 
probably not have observed it, his assertion 
shoidd be put in the negative form^ and he 
should be regarded as a negative witness. For 
instance, should one person affirm that it rained 
at tlie Hocse Guards, during the whole of the 
morning of Christmas Day last, and another 
deny that it rained there the whole of that 
morning, the assertion of the former would, ac- 
cording to this form of expression, be positive, 
and that of the latter negative. Yet the asser- 
tion of each would admit of being expressed in 
the opposite form. For to affirm, that it rained 
the whole of the morning, is equivalent to as* 
serting that it was not fair at any part of it ; 
and to deny, that it rained the whole of the 
morning, is equivalent to asserting, that it was 
foir at some part of it. Now, as its being fair 
at some part of the morning is a subject fully 
capable of observation, the assertion of that 
witness,, who affirms what is equivalent to it, 
should be considered in its affirmative form, and 
he should be regarded as an affirmative witness.. 
But he who asserts that it rained the wlxofe 
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morning, ouglit to be considered as asserting-, 
til at it was not fair at any part of it, and should 
therefore be regarded as a negative witness; 
because it is not improbable, that his attentioa 
might be so occupied by some other subject at 
some part of the morning, that, though it wer« 
tlien fair, it escaped his notice. If, however, 
the fact be of such a nature, that it is very 
improbable it should have happened without 
being observed, and the witnesses oppose each 
other in contradictory propositions, so that 
tliose on one side must be true, and those on 
the other false, we must then judge according 
to the numher of the witnesses on each side, 
their credit^ and the comparaiive probabiUtz/ of 
their respective testimonies. If the two latter 
circumstances be equal, the superior number 
are deserving of belief. If the first and last be 
equal, the side on which the witnesses are of 
tlie greater credit, is entitled to the pieference.' 
To judge of their credit,, we must apjdy the^ 
principles already laid down. But, if the two 
former circumstances be equal,, that testimony, 
which is more probable in itself, is ta be be- 
lieved. 

21. It has been said, that it is^ impossible 
to prove a negative. But, this assertion re- 
quires some limitation: for those negatives, 
which are capable of being expressed in an af- 
firmatiye form^. may be proved.. That a. baU 
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fired at a target, did not hit it, is a negative 
proposition; but it may be expressed posi- 
tively. The ball missed the target. Now this 
iact is fully capable of observation, and there- 
fore the testimony respecting it, if admissible on 
other.accounts, is worthy of credit. Other ne- 
gative propositions, also, which are incapable of 
being converted into a positive form, will admit 
of proof. Should it be asserted, that a pistol 
hafd been fired in a church, in the time of divine 
service, nobody would reject the testimony of, 
several respectable persons of the congregation^ 
that such an event did not take place • For, 
as it would be in the highest degree impro- 
bable, that the pistol should have been fired 
there, without their knowing it, they would be 
fully competent to prove the negative. And, 
in general, whenever the fact asserted is such, 
that it is very improbable it could have taken 
place, without being observed, the negative 
may be proved. In many cases, however, a 
negative can scarcely admit of proof. Thus, 
if a man were charged with having picked the 
pocket of a person who had sat near him the 
whole evening, he could scarcely produce any 
evidence to disprove the charge satisfactorily. 
For it is exceedingly improbable, that any per- 
son in the company should have kept his eyes 
so steadily fixed upon him during the whole 
evening, as to be able to say with perfect cer- 
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tainty, that at no part of it he had picked the 
pocket. Buty as the nature of the case can 
scarcely admit of such evidence, the want of it 
ought io be no injury to tjie person accused* 
Sometimes, though a negative proposition can- 
not be directly proved, an affirmative proposi- 
tion may be proved, which necessarily inferring 
the negative, proves it indirectly. For instance^ 
if a man were charged with having committed 
a robbery in St. Paul's Church- Yard, at ten 
o'clock last Saturday night, and could bring sa- 
tisfactory proof, that he was at that time sup- 
ping with a large party at the rooms of a friend 
at Cambridge, he would completely refute the 
charge. This is called proving an alibi. But 
as the being able to produce such proof iff a cir- 
cumstance merely accidental ; the wanl of such 
proof should excite no suspicion. For the man 
might have been in London, and walking in the 
streets alone at the time, and therefore, though 
innocent, be incapable of disproving the charge. 
Hence the law, with perfect justice, does not 
require any man to produce such proof, though 
it be ready to accept it, when offered. 

22. In some cases, the witnesses may agree 
as to certain circumstances, and disagree as to 
others. Here, the nature of these circumstan- 
ces should be considered. If they be such as 
^ were not likely to excite the attention of the 
witnesses; and fa^ themselves in their memory^ 
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their disagreement does not weaken their evi- 
dence as to the principal facts^ in i^hich they 
agree ; but, on tlic contrary, rather confirms it. 
For, experience shews, that men very rarely 
agree in all the immaterial circumstances in re- 
lating the same fact. And, hence, a perfect 
coincidence, in every point, carries with it the 
appearance of a preconcerted plan of deception* 
IJut, if the circumstances were such, that they 
may be presumed to have made a strong im- 
pression on their minds, and to be recollected, 
then tlieir disagreement renders their evidence 
suspicious. In making this distinction, we 
must be governed by experience ; for, it is that 
which teaches us what circumstances do usu- 
ally excite the attention, and fix themselves in 
tlie menvory, and what do not. The suspicion 
thus excited, may rise so high, as ta justify the 
rejection of the testimony of both the witnesses, 
especially if, on other accounts, it appears sus* 
picious. But, it would scarcely be safe,^ on all 
such occasions, to disbelieve both.. For, one 
of them may be a man of strict veracity, and 
state the fiict correctly; while the other is a 
trifler with truth, and gives,, in part, a false 
testimony. Besides, were sucJi a rule esta- 
blished, it would render it easy for dishonest 
men to discredit any evidence which they 
might wish to be disbelieved. It would, there- 
fore^ be proper to consider whether one of these 
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"H iUiesses be, in all oilier respects, unobjection- 
able ; and, in that case, to believe him, and re- 
ject the other. 

In subjects of Remote Testimonj/^ the same 
obscrvalions are applicable to every witness 
through whom the testimony passes, till it 
reaches us. 



On the credit due to the evidence of General 
Notoriety. 

The great consideration here, is, how far the 
subject is likely to be known ; and what proba- 
bility there is, that the assertions resi)ecting it, 
should be contradicted, if they were false. 

Mathematical subjects admit of being cer- 
tainly known, and mistakes in them may be 
easily detected. In them, therefore, those con- 
clusions, which are universally believed, may 
be relied upon with safety. Events, also, in 
general, admit of being known ; and when they 
are subject to the observation of many persons, 
mis-statements in them easily admit of correc- 
tion ; but when they can h^ve been observed by 
only a few, their mis-statements are not easily 
corrected; and, hence the general opinion of 
them, though uncontradicted, cannot be so 
safely trusted. On philosophical subjects, 
many opinions have prevailed universally, 
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which, by subsequent discoveries, have ap- 
pearcd to be false. And, probably, opinions 
are still held on some of them, which will be 
proved to be erroneous by future discoveries. 
Here, therefore, general notoriety, or as it may 
he termed, general opinion, merits less credit. 
But, sometliing may be done to regulate the 
degree of assent, by considering whether the 
science of tlie subject in question, be still in its 
infancy, or, have made great progress towards 
perfection. These remarks will serve to show 
how the principle, on which the evidence of 
general notoriety is founded,, is to be applied. 

In Proverbs, and General Maxims of Con* 
duct, it should be examined, whether there be 
no ambiguity in the language in which they 
are expressed, which may have contributed to 
their general belief, in a sense in which they 
are not true. It should also be considered^ 
whether they depend for theii' prevalence oa 
their initrinsic merit alone, or upon the credit 
and influence of some particular classes 6f meoy 
who are interested in their support; for then^ 
they are less worthy of belief. 

As to the application of proverbs to particu- 
lar cases, the highest evidence which they af- 
ford, is, that the event will happen most fre- 
quently, but not always, as they assert. But 
i\\cj\j this evidence they do afford; and, he 
who rejects them^ though he may succeed occa<^ 
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sionally, will, at length, find that he has 
deceived himself* 



On the credit due to Reports. 

Many of the particulars, which should regu- 
late our assent here, are the same with those 
contained under the head of Testimony. It 
will, therefore, be sufficient to mention them, 
without enlarging upon them. They are as 
follows : ^ The probability or improbability of 
the fact, under the known circumstances of the 
case; the consistency of the account in itself, 
and with subsequent circumstances; the pro- 
bability of the fact's lieing known ; whether the 
account were lively to be contradicted, if false; 
and whether any particular interests may be 
promoted by it. Added to this, it should be 
considered, from what quarter the report ori- 
ginated, and whether it be propagated by men" 
of judgment in such affairs, or^nly by ignorant 
and credulous people. If some time have 
elapsed since the origin of the report, our judg- 
ment o£ its credibility may be agisted- by 
considering the reception with which it has 
continued to meet. If, though it prevailed 
strongly at first, it afterwards died away, aad 
have not revived since, it is suspicious. But 
^ continuance in credit, or its reviving again 
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after having been dropped, arc circumstance* 
in its favour. 

Though reports are seldom without some 
foundation, yet they are frequently inaccurate. 
They, are subject to exaggeration and misre- 
presentation. Hence, though they are entitled 
to some degree of credit, they can seldom be 
relied on with safety. On subjects, therefore^ 
which are important to us, they ought not to 
be neglected, but to excite us to ascertain, by 
fiirther inquiry, what degree of truth there may 
be in them. 



On belief in Tradition* 

Our assent to this kind of evidence, sHouId 
be regulated by nearly the same circumstances, 
Ivhich are mentioned under the foregoing head*. 



On the credit due to Analogy. 

With regard to this extensive species of pro- 
bable evidence, very few directions seem ca- 
pable of being given. It may, however, be 
observed, that, as to those qualities which have 
no necessary connexion with each other, it is 
by experience alone, that it can be known, 
which of them do, or do not, either constantly 
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or generally, co-exist in the sanre subject. 
Hence, experience seems the onlj' safe ground 
of reasoning by analogy. It may, also, be re- 
remarked, that the greater the number of points 
of resemblance are between the subject in ques- 
tion, and that from which the analogy is taken, 
and the stronger tlie resemblance is in each of 
these points, the safer will our conclusions be; 
and, that where the resemblance holds in only 
one or two points, or is in itself weak, the con^ 
elusion is very uncertain* 



On the credit due to inferences from Fact$ 
or Premises. 

As inferences from facts are deduced by ana- 
logy, what has been said above;, is applicable 
to them. 

On presumptive evidence, Blackstone (voL 
iv. page 352.) «ays, tliat "presumptive evi- 
" dence of felony should be admitted cauti. 
^' oiisly; for, the law holds, that it is better 
" that ten guilty persons shauld escape, than 
" that one innocent should suffer." This rule 
of law manifestly supposes, that presumptive 
evidence is attended witfr great uncertainty; 
and, consequently, it ought, in other cases 
also, and not only, in those of felony, to be ad- 

ittcd with caution. For, though the conse- 
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quences of an error in deciding on a case of 
felony be more awful than on a question of pro- 
perty, and much more awful than those which 
would attend an erroneous opinion, in private 
matters ; yet, as far as respects the mere error 
itself, independent of its consequences, all the 
cases are equal. And, as the attainment of 
truth ought to be our object in all our inquiries^ 
we ought at all times to be cautious in decidmg 
on this species of evidence. Sometimes, how- 
ever, it is necessary to found our decisions upon 
it, bebause no other evidence can be procured 
to determine the question. It is, therefore, re- 
quisite to consider how we may proceed in such 
cases with the greatest safety. 

Sir Matthew Hale, we are told by Blackstone, 
lays down two rules to be observed, in trials for 
felony. *^ First, never to convict a man for 
*^ stealing the goods of a person unknown, 
*^ merely because he will give no account how 
^' he came by them, unless an actual felony 
** be proved of such goods. And, secondly, 
** never to convict any person of murder or 
*^ manslaughter, till at least the body be found 
*^ dead, on account of two instances he men- 
** tions, where persons were executed for the 
*' murder of others, who were then alive, but 
** missmg. 

To these rules relating to felonies, the fol- 
lowing, of a more general nature, may l« 
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addeid. As the same circumstances may attend 
different facts, and it is our business to deter- 
mine from the circumstances established in 
proof, which of those various facts did exist, 
we ought, in the first place, to inquire what 
facts the circumstances proved, might attend ; 
secondly,, to state each of those facts distinctly ; 
and lastly, to compare each with every circum- 
stance, in order to discover with which of the 
facts all those circumstances do most probably 
agree. The formality of this procedure is ne- 
cessary, because we are always, through pre- 
judice, or by the suggestion of others, in danger 
of connecting the circumstances with some par- 
ticular fact ; and, thus another fact, with which 
they might, perhaps, be connecled with greater 
probability, will be overlooked. But, if we 
proceed with this formality, we shall be less 
likely to overlook the real fact; and, if we 
thus cautiously compare each /act with tlie 
known circumstances, we may find, that though 
with some they may agree equally, yet, with 
one or more of the other circumstances, there 
is only one .of the supposed facts, which can 
well agree ; and, thus we may discover which 
the true fact is. 

On deducing inferences from premises, it is 
scarcely consistent with the object of this tract 
to enlarge, but the reader is referred to booka 
pu logic, for the rules which are necessary to 
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be oljserved. And for the modes of proceedifig 
in Uie doctrine of chances, and purchase of 
annuilies, he is referred to such of the writers 
on mathematics, as have treated these subjects 
professedly; Ihcy being entirely mathematical 
subjects. 
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On the Kinds of Evidence of which different 
Subjects admity and on which thty art. actU" 
ally believed. 

JVlANY Truths are believed by most men, 
on a lower species of evidence, tlian that bj 
which they might be proved. Hence it will 
be proper to enquire^ not only of what evidence 
different subjects admit, but also, on what thej 
are usually believed. The subjects of human 
knowledge are so numerous, that it would be 
impracticable to mention them all ; and, were 
it practicable, it would be useless; as the 
mention of a few will be sufficient. 



Mathematical truths, though capable of de- 
monstration, are admitted by most men, <mly 
on general* notoriety. For, they are nelth^ 
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able ix} understand the demonstrations of them 
themselves, nor have they, ordinarily, for their 
truth, the evidence of those who do understand 
them ; but, finding them generally believed in 
the world, they also believe them. Their be- 
lief, also, Is confirmed by experience; for, 
when they have occasion to apply them, they 
find that they lead to just conclusions. 



Moral maxims and proverbs, are usually 
admitted on the same evidence. For, though 
they be deduced from the observation of life, 
yet few men possess sufficient attention or dis- 
cernment to form them for themselves. Most 
men admit them, because they are generally 
believed. And though they be capable of 
confirmation from experience, yet^ as they arc 
tiot universally true, but true only for the most 
part, their confirmation must be drawn from 
the comparison of a great variety of Cases, to 
which they apply. This comparison few will 
take the trouble to make, and, therefore, they 
seem to be believed by most men only on their 
general notoriety. 



Of the properties and effects of the subjects 
of natural histoiy^ as animals, vegetables^ iai"< 
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nerals, fossils, earths, &c. These wore oii- 
ginally known by personal observation ; and, 
as tlic subjects still exist, they are still capable 
bf being known in the same .way by all; and 
are so known by some. And when the subjects 
lie within our reach, and require little pains 
or skill in examination, it is on petsonal ob- 
servation that their properties and eSEscts are 
believed in general. But, as many of them 
lie at a great distance, and are obtained with 
difficulty ; and, as their examination requires 
extraordinary skill and discrimination, so their 
properties and effects can be personally ob- 
'scrvtd only by few. If, therefore, they be be- 
lieved by the bulk of mankind at all, they 
must be believed on the credit of others. The 
highest degree of evidence which can ordina- 
rily be obtained for them, must be drawn from 
books published by naturalists, "who have made 
personal observations on them. And the infor- 
mation possessed by those who have not read 
these booi;s, is derived from a still low^ source, 

at from compilations or general notoriety. 

' \ 



Of the effects of certain substances on man- 
kind, \\c have, in many cases, the evidence of 
personal experience, confirmed by the expe- 
rience of others. In some cases, our inibr- 



i. 
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mation must be derived entirely frofn otharf« 
Often, our experience of these effects ha» not 
bceuv uniform ; and others testify the Fame* 
For instance, the things which agree with us 
at one time, disagree with us at anotlier. Here, 
we suppose, either that the substances are dis- 
similar, or that our bodies are in a diflcieut 
state. 

Certain sciences relate io some of these sub- 
jects, and certain trades or professions to others. 
The learned in those sciences, and the mem- 
bers of those professions, obtain a considerable 
part of the information which tliey possess, re- 
lative to those subjects which belong to their 
own line, by personal observation; but, for a 
large share even of such information^ they must 
be indebted tothe observation of others. Thuf^ 
a physician, for instance, cannot have obtaiaed 
his whole stock of knowledge by his own obser- 
vation, but must have derived much of it from 
books or conversation^ 

What has been said, relates only to the gene- 
ral truths belonging to the subjects above-men- 
tioned. The application of those truths to 
particular cases, must proceed on the princi- 
ples of analogy. For, it is only by the resem« 
blance, which different subjects bear \o each 
other in some particulars which have been al- 
ready ascertained, that we can infer, that thejr 
also resemble each other in all oUier particu- 
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lars, and will be productive of the same effects. 
Thus, for example, I may have learned, that 
the metal which is called gold, is yellow, 
heavy, fixed, malleable, ductile, fusible, and 
soluble, in aqua regia, but not in aquafortis. 
But, if I would decide, whether a particular 
piece of metal, which I perceived to be yellow, . 
heavy, fixed, fusible, and soluble, in aqua 
regia, but not in aquafortis, were also maUe* 
•able and ductile (imless I determined it by ex- 
periment) it would be only by analogy that I 
could presume that it was so, and therefore 
really gold. In these cases our reasonings rise 
no higher than probability; though it is ad- 
mitted, that that probability amounts nearly to 
moral certainty. For, it is not necessary that 
substances, which resemble each other in some 
properties, should idso resemble each other in 
others. It is possible, for instance, that a sub- 
stance may exist, which possesses all the other 
properties of gold, except its malleability and 
ductility, or which possesses even all the known 
properties of gold, without exception, and, 
together with them, certain other properties 
which would really change its nature, and con- 
stitute it a different thing. But, as neither ac- 
cident nor research has ever presented us with 
such a substance, it is highly improbable that 
it should exist. 
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Of facts, which respect the constitution of 
nature, and the changes of the heavenly bodies, 
the more obvious are known by personal obser- 
vation, coniirrned by the uniform experience of 
all, whom we have ever heard speak of them. 
Some persons also know, that they depend on 
causes of so permanent a nature, that the con- 
stitution of the world must be aKercd or susr 
pended, before they will cease. On these sub- 
jects, therefore, they have the highest degree of 
moral evidence. For the ebbing and flowing 
of the tides, they who have lived always inaii 
inland country have only the observation of 
others. But then, all whom they hear speak 
en the subject affirm it, and therefore, they 
firmly believe it^. They who have lived near 
the sea-shore, have the evidence of their own . 
experience, added to the observation of others^ 
And again, other persons know, that it depends 
on causes as permanent as the changes of night 
and day, and have the same species and decree 
ai evidence with that above mentioned. 



Present facts, such as the existence of ceiv 
tain cities or buildings^ of certain institutions, 
of countries, seas, or mountains, &c, admit of 
personal observation, testimony, or general no- 
toriety. But the personal observation of these, 

h3 



150 Evidence of whkh (Ch.K) 

• ■ - • 

as thej are specific facts, belongs to a higher 
species of evidence. When the things lie at a 
convenient distance, they are actually known 
by many on this evidence. But, when they lie 
at a great distance, they are known by most 
men, on no higher evidence than testimony; 
or, more frequently by general notoriety. Few 
men, for instance, have ever been in China^ 
fewer still at Pekin. The greater part of man- 
kind have never been informed, by eye-wit- 
nesses, of their existence, and therefore^ must 
believe it on general notoriety. 



Of the hand-writing of persons, we judge bj 
analogy. For, from the resemblance which the 
writing in question bears to the writing of a 
certain person which we have seen before, we 
infer that it was written by him. The resem- 
blance, on which we judge, is not so much in 
the shape of each particular letter, as in a cer- 
tain general character of the writing, which can 
hardly be described. Our ability to decide 
here with safety is confirmed, or weakened, ac- 
cording to the experience which we have had 
of the correctness or incorrectness of our deci- 
sions in former cases. Nearly the same remark 
may be made of determining, that certain pic- 
tures are the work of a certain master; or, that 
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a certain building was planned by a certain 
architect. Here the decision is founded on the 
resemblance whicli the works in question bear 
to works of the same tind, by the same hand 
which we have seen before ; and, here too, th^ 
resemblance consists in the general stj^le, rather 
tiian in the particular parts. 



Of the effects of institutions" on the charac- 
ter^ manners, and happiness of mankind, or of 
peace and war, riches and poverty, &c. By 
comparing the state of one people, where these 
prevail, with that of another, where they do not, 
or, where their opposites prevail, a tolerably 
correct judgment may be formed of their effects. 
If we would collect general truths on these sub- 
jects, we can do it only by a careful study of 
history, and even by a comparison of different 
histories. The evidence attainable here, is of 
the nature of personal observation, exercised 
upon that species of testimony which is called 
historic evidence. Certain general opinions 6n 
these points are also current in the world, and 
which are believed by individuals on the au- 
thority of that general currency. These are, 
perhaps, more numerous than those which are 
formed by personal investigation. Some of 
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them may be true, but many are probably 

Iklsc. 



Of the knoivledge of men's motives and in- 
tentions. The proper evidence of these is tes- 
timony. But, though men declare to us their 
motives and intentions, there are difficulties in 
forming a correct view of them, "which ought 
to be considered. 

Th(»y may intend to state them either fairly 
or deceill'ully. If they intend to state them 
fdirly, ^ve are in danger of misconceiving 
them on several accounts. As first, because 
their words may not exactly express their in- 
tentions. This may arise from the imperfection 
of language, from carelessness in the use of 
words, or from that absence of mind, which 
prevails in all men in some degree, but in some 
men in a much greater degree than in others. 
It may arise also from tlic disposition which 
almost all men have to hyperbolical expres- 
sions, es{)ecially when under strong emotions 
of passion. Thus, were you to fonn your ex- 
pectation of the services which they woulcj 
render to any friend, from tlie expressions of 
kiwdness wlilch they uttered, while under the' 
influence of affection towards him, you would 
often be disappointed. Or, were you to pro- 
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portion your terrors to tlieir expressions of ven-. 
geance, when violently enraged, you would 
liud them much greater than they ought to be. 
Another, and perhaps a still greater danger of 
misconception, arises often from the disposition 
of the hearer to put a false, or an exaggerated 
interpretation on people's words. A wish, for 
instance, to attain a certain object, will fre- 
quently be interpreted into a design to attempt 
the attainment of it, though no such design be 
entertained by the speaker. Thus, the excla- 
mation uttered by Henry the Second, when 
vehemently agitated by the complaints of the 
excommunicated Prelates against Thomas a 
Becket, was interpreted into a desire to have 
him assassinated. But the wish to attain an 
object, does not necessarily, or even at all 
times probably, imply an intentioh to atternpt 
its attainment/ The mind, besides considering 
the desirableness of the object, considers also 
the means of effecting it. These are two dis- 
tinct considerations, and it often approves the 
one wJiile it disapproves the other. I may 
wish for a splendid carriage, ar a fine house ; 
but when I consider the. price which must be 
paid for them, and the expence at which, they 
must be maintained, I may be very willing to do 
without them. Juit so is it in regard to every 
other object. The object itself may appear 
very desirable* But when a man perceives 
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that the means necessary to its attainment are 
unjustifiable, or dangerous, or too laborious 
or expensive, he may be, and often is, de* 
termined not to engage in any attempt to attain 
it. However distinct these considerations are, 
they are very apt to be confounded by those 
whose minds are influenced by terror, or po- 
litical animosity, or by those who are too 
sanguine in the expectation of the accomplish- 
ment of their wishes, and who, in consequence, 
promise themselves the co-operation of all, who 
approve the same ultimate object. Many of 
the French Emigrants, who have returned to 
their country are, no doubt, very desirous to 
see the Bourbons restored to the throne of their 
ancestors, and the ancient institutions of France 
re-established ; and perhaps, in the moments 
of confidence, may express that desire. But 
while they continue peaceably to submit to the 
government of Buonaparte, it would be ex- 
tremely unjust to impute to them an intention 
to attempt the attainment of these objects. It 
Would, also, be rash to conclude, that they 
would be willing to expose themselves to all the 
dangers, which they must necessarily incur, 
by joining in an attempt at a counter-revo- 
lution. The disappointments complained of 
by those, who have paid their court to the 
great, have probably often arisen from this 
source. Being of a sanguine disposition, they 
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have interpreted exptessions of civility or 
kindijess, as declarations of an irtteJition to 
promote their interests, when no such intentions 
were entertained or meant to be expressed. 

These difficulties may, however, be generally 
overcome, if we be but willing to restrain our 
passions, to lay aside our party prejudices, 
and to interpret men's words fairly ; and if, 
instead of considering what their expressions 
might mean according to their full literal im- 
port, we consider what is their usual meaning 
under, similar circumstances, or how fer the 
expressions of men, under the influence of 
violent passions, usually exceed their deliberate 
intentions. 

It is, also, an important rale, in interpreting 
the statement of men's motiVes and intentions, 
to put such a construction upop them, as wiU 
make the whole of thdt statement consistent 
with itself, and with the comdion principles 
by whieh men are actuated. For, it is to 
be presunved^ thait men possess sufficient cobh^ 
men sense not to enftertain coiitradictory in* 
tentions, or to Use such means as are cKreictly 
inconsistent with their objeetflF. Antf ■ it is 
'further to be presumed of each in^vidufll tbslt 
'lie possei^es the dispositions, and is actuated 
by the principles which are eoHHHon to mean* 
kind. A dispute having long existed between 
A and 6, iohabitaats of the saiae town, A at 
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length conceives that B is going to purchase a 
small 8pot of ground which A occupies ad- 
joining his house. In a conference held to 
adjust their dispute^ A charges B with this 
intention, which B denies. But A appearing 
to discredit him, B endeavours to shew him, 
that he could make no other use of the ground, 
than to erect a manufacture upon it, which 
he could not erect without a vast expetnce, and 
which, being a nuisance to a near neighbour, 
the Jaw would most probably compel him to 
take down again. B goes away in a gtesi 
rage, and spreads a report that A, in order 
to bring him to his own terms in the settlement 
of their difference, threatened to buy the spot 
of ground over his head, and to drive him 
from his residence by erecting upon thfs 
ground a manufacture pernicious to its ndgb^ 
bourhood. Now, this interpretation was mani- 
festly perverse. For, when men mean to 
threaten, they do not magnify the difficulty 
of executing their threats, but on the contrary 
endeavour to make the execution of them ap- 
pear as easy as possible. But, if what A 
interpreted as a threat, be understood as a 
reason to prove that B had no intention to 
purchase the ground, all becomes consistent. 
For the expence of the undertaking, and the 
probability of its failure, are strong reasons to 
prove, that he did not harbour such a thought. 



diff$rent Subjects admit, 157 

But men often sate tlieir motives and in- 
tentions deceitfully. For they frequently assign 
such reasons for their conduct as are likely 
to satisfy those whom they address, rather 
than the real motives of their actions, ani 
state sucli intentions as are likely to be ap-. 
proved, rather than their true objects. We 
must, therefore, inquire whetlicr there be not 
some criterion by which we may disti.iguish 
the excuse from the true reason, and the 
plausible intention from the real object. When 
a man states his real motives, it will in general 
be found, that they influence his conduct; not 
only on the particular subject then in hand, 
but on all other subjects to which they are 
applicable. By comparing, then, his conduct 
in regard to other subjects with the present, 
we may often discover whether his alledged 
motive be genuine or not* But some caution 
is necessary in applying this rule. For he 
may be really influenced by the assigned 
motive on the present occasion, though on 
former occasions that influence was overcome 
by superior motives. It is, therefore, neces- 
sary to consider all the circumstances of the 
difierent cases, in order to discover whether, 
on the former occasions, any such superior 
motive did exist, which does not exist at 
present. If, however, no such superior mo- 
tive can be discovered^ it is probable thai 
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Iiis assigned motive is feigned. Thus, suppose 
a man allege his affection for his cousin as the 
motive of his present conduct, and yet t have 
known him prefer the interests of other persons 
to the interest of this cousin; if, on comparing 
the cases, I find, that his cousin's competitor 
was always a nearer relation of his, as a son, 
a brother, or a nephew, or was an old iand 
beloved friend, I could not presume, that his 
regard to his cousin was a feigned motiye. 
It might be the real motive, but yet on former 
occasions have been overcome by a superior 
attachment. But if, on any of those other 
occasions, he preferred the interests of an in- 
different person, or a stranger, I might, then, 
reasonably suspect the sincerity of his alleged 
motive. And further, by such a comparison 
of the different parts of a man's conduct, we 
may often discover, what the true motive most 
probably is. Por, this comparison will often 
point out some secret motive existing at present, 
and on all the other occasions, which, though 
acting in different directions at different times, 
may account satisfactorily for the whole of his 
conduct. 1'hus, if a politician allege his re- 
gard to the liberties of the people as his motive 
for opposing the minister of the day, and yet 
wc have known him support a former minister, 
whose measures were equally injurious to their 
liberties with those of the present minister^ 
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We may not only conclude bis assigned motive 
to be feigned; but, moreover, by considering 
that his interest will account satisfactorily for 
his conduct on both occasions, we may with 
probability conclude his interest to be the 
real motive on both. Or, if we hear a man 
assign his disapprobation of some particular 
parts of a certain person's conduct as his 
reason for refusing <o be connected with him, 
and yet know that he has equally connected 
himself with olher persons, whose conduct 
was chargeable with the same fault in as great 
a degree, and likewise find on inquiry, that 
his interest was promoted both by forming 
the connexion, and by refusing to form it, we 
have good reason <o presume that his truo 
motive was his interest. There is a circum- 
stance, indeed, which may render such con- 
clusions fallacious. It is possible, that he 
may have changed his opinion, and that the 
difference of his conduct may have arisen from 
this chatnge. It should, therefore, be con- 
sidered whether there be any reason to conclude 
that such a change of opinion has taken place : 
for this ought not to be presumed without 
probable evidence. We should inquire, there- 
fore, whether any event has taken place, which 
is likely to have produced the change, and 
whether his conduct upon the whole resembles 
that of a man^ who has been sincerely con- 
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vinccd of his error. When a conviction is sin- 
cere, tliere is, generally, a frank acknowledge- 
ment of the error, and a tenderness towards 
those, who may continue to err in the same 
way. There is, also, a careful explanation 
of the grounds on which the conviction pro- 
ceeded, and a^ caution against exciting suspi- 
cions of insincerity. When a man's interests 
are promoted by the change, lie is then pecu- 
liarly careful to prove his sincerity both by his 
explanations of his motives, and by the strict 
propriety of his conduct. A due attention 
io these circumstances, and a due regard io 
the vJilidity of the reasons assigned, and to 
the effect which they were likely to produce on 
the man's mind, will, in general, lead to a 
correct decision. The chief danger of error in 
such questions, as indeed in all other questions 
of moral evidence, arises from the infiuence 
of our passions, interests, and prejudices, 
which prevent our paying due attention to 
experience or allowing sufficient weight to 
probability in forming our judgments. When 
Sallust lelis us, that, after the Ambassadors 
of Jugurtha had bestowed large sums of money 
on tlie most powerful of the Roman Senators, 
so great a change took place, that Jugurtha, 
from being the object of universal hatred, 
became the object of tiivour and regard, wc do 
not hesitate to attribute this change to th« 
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influence of the bribes. As we have no interest, 
here to blind our eyes, wc acknowledge im- 
mediati^ly the connexion between the cause and 
the effect. But if, in the present day, a man, 
"who has been for many years railing at a par- 
ticular minister, should, on obtaining a lu- 
crative post under government, suddenly be-, 
come one of his most strenuous advocates^ we 
may, if we be partizans of the administration, 
be inclined to dispute, that his acquisition of; 
the post was the real cause of his change. But., 
to what is this inclination to be attribnted,- 
except to the influence of a party spirit ? Men 
do not judge in this way, when they -are sin- 
cerely desirous of judging rightly. It may, 
perhaps, be contended, that it is possible the- 
change of his conduct may have arisen from« 
a change in Iiis opinions. No doubt, it is 
possible. But it ought to be strongly im-, 
preissed on our minds that probabiliti/^ and not 
possibiliti/y is to direct our judgment of matters 
of fact. And it is certainly very extraordinary^ 
and consequently very improbable, that the 
change should have taken place at the precis^ 
moment when his interest required it, tiiat na 
other reason io\^ the change can be discovered. 
to have existed, and yet that it should not 
have been produced by that interest. 

Where a man does not reveal to us his 
motives and intentions by n his words^ we cas 



lOT Evidence of which (Ch. V.) 

collect them only by inference from his con- 
duct. And, here an important question occurs : 
Whether the intentions and motives of men 
can be safely inferred from their action^? 
This is affirmed by some, but denied by others. 
It is obvious, Iiowever, that in the administra- 
tion of justice in this country, it is taken for 
granted, that they may be safely inferred; 
for, in most criminal cases, the intention con<^ 
stitute# the very hinge of the question of guilt 
or innocence; and, that intention must be de* 
cidcd upon by the jury from the conduct- 
But, if it Ccinnot be inferred, how can they 
safely give a verdi<it? And, it should bo 
observed, that stronger evidence is requisite 
for a legal decision, especially in criimnal 
Cases, than for an opinion in private life. 
This argument to prove, that the intentions 
may be inferred from the actions is, indeed, only 
an " Argumentum ad verecundiam;" but^ 
when all the circumstances of the case ani 
duly considered, it will appear to be as strong 
a one of the kind, as can be adduced. For, 
if the inferences had been as precarious as 
some men would have us suppose, it cannot be 
conceived but their insecurity? would, in the 
constant course of practice in courts of judica- 
ture, have been long ago discovered ; and that 
all attempts of thus collecting the motives and 
intentions from the conduct would have been 
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abandoned. This point may however, be 
proved from observation or experience, the 
great principle of moral cvideutce. For, ob- 
servation and experience will shew tis that 
there are certain circumstances in a man's 
condnct, which will indicate his motives and 
intentions, however he may attempt to disguise* 
them by words. And, doubtless, the most 
strenuous opposer of this doctrine, if placed 
in certain situations, where his passions *were 
greatly agitated, would find that he himself 
could interpret a man's intentions by his con- 
duct. If, for instance, he were passing through . 
a wood alone, in the dusk of the evening, wifli 
a large sum of money about him, which be 
had just received in the presence of several 
people, and should obsierve one of those people 
watching his api>roach, half concealed behind 
one of the trees, with a pistol in his hand, hit 
fears would soon teach him, that the man 
intended to rob him. Or, if a person, whoto 
he had greatly offended, should^ with strong 
marks of rage in his countenance, seize up a 
weapon, or draw his sword, or pull out a pistol, 
lie would have little doubt that he meant to kill 
him. in some few cases, passions are morie 
faithful advisers than reason ; for, they some- 
times set aside the sophistries with which 
interest or prejudice had delnded us. There 
cm be as little doubt that a man, who, witk 
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weapons concealed about bira, waits for hk 
enemy, or industriously seeks him out, and 
kills him, Avas actuated by malice prepense. 
It will be said, perhaps, that these are strong 
cases. IJut, if these be admitted, it must 
then be acknowledged, that there are cases 
in which the motives and intentions may be 
inferred by the actions: and the only question 
then will be, under what circumstances, and 
how far tlie indications of the conduct can 
be trusted. If observa(ion and experience ba 
feirly consulted, it will he found, that their 
information is not confined to such cases as 
those above-mentioned. By comparing the 
conduct of men, known to be actuated by 
certain motives or intentions, with that of 
others not so actuated ; or, by reflecting on 
our own conduct, when We were under similar 
influences, we shall discover marks which may. 
be safely trusted ; and to which we can scarcely 
ielp attending when we are not interested to 
the contrary. In the application of these 
marks, we reason by analogy. Here again, 
it may be said, that no indications, learnt 
from experience, can afibrd us a certain know- 
led^i^e of motives and intentions. But it may 
be replied as before, tliat human aflfairs do not 
admit of certainty, but of probability only ; 
and that the probability here is often as great 
as the events of life usually afford. 
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When experience teaches us, that the samt 
marks in the conduct may arise from two 
diftercnt motives, there, we cannot safely infer 
from those marks, which of them exists ; but, 
must determine this from other circumstances. 
Thus, ill the application of the old maxim, 
^' He confesses the fault who avoids the trial,'* 
there is often great danger of error ; for a man 
may avoid the trial from another motive, 
besides consciousness of guilt ; as because he 
is convinced that such is the temper of th« 
times, or such the character of his judges, that 
he cannot obtain impartial justice. For, there 
have been times in which to be brought to 
trial, whether guilty or not, was ahoiost a 
certain prelude to being convicted. It wa« 
so in the famous circuit of Judge Jeffericiij 
and during the reign of Robespiere« 



The knowledge of human nature, t. e. a 
knowledge of the dispositions and characters of 
men, of their capacities, of the confidence 
which may be safely placed in them, or the ex-^ 
pectations which may be formed of them iu 
certain circumstances, though it admits of per- 
sonal observation, and the observation of others^ 
is yet usually grounded on general notoriety. 
Few men^ comparatively, possess sufficient dkk 
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criiiiiiiation^ or arc sufficiently atteiiLive, ioi 
taiu it for themselves. Tiic greater part lia^ 
not even learnt it from those yvho have attain( 
it by their own observation, but acquire v/b 
they ^)osscss of it, from the maxims t\ hich pa 
current in the W(»rkK 



Our transactions with men are reflate 
much by their characters, (for which chara< 
tcrs we have, often, no other ground than gi 
ncral opinion,) and much, perhaps most, b 
confidence. We purchase and consume arti 
cles of food and medicine, of which we are nc 
sufficient judges to know, tliat they have no 
been adulterated by ingredients of a perniciou 
nature. Yet wo know, that the articles, witl 
which they might be adulterated, are often S4 
inferior in value as to render adulteration pro 
fitable ; that many tradesmen are not so deli- 
cate, as to refrain from adulteration, when^it it 
profitable : tliat it is easily practised, and in 
each, particular case, not likely to be detected. 
On the other hand, we trust, that though arti- 
cles be often so adulterated, as to render them 
less salutary, or even injurious, yet it is only 
in a slight degree ; that scarcely any man would 
be so wicked, as to render them absolutely de- 
structive : that the practice could not be often 
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repeated, without being suspected, and perhaps, 
detected ; that the discovery would be attenc|ed 
with infamy and ruin. Mcwe than all this, yf% 
^ee others buy and consume these articles, 
without suffering material injury ; nay, we our- 
selves have been accustomed so \o do, from a 
period prior to that in which we were able to 
reason on the subject; and yei^ have felt no 
harm. We, therefore, persist in doing it, with- 
out fearing any. Thus, in cases where our 
health, and evep our lives are at stake, we act 
on a confidence, built on a sort of general ex- 
perience, without any positive evidence, arising 
from testimony, or our own skill. It may be 
said, that we do this, because it is the less of 
.two evils: for, no man could provide all h^in 
food, and prepare it himself, or wait till he 
I^ ascertained that it was innocent before he * 
would eat it ; if, therefore, he: did not act on 
thi$ confidence, he must starve. But> I an- 
sweic, that we act thus in many cases not to 
jyeserve life, butmeidy to gratify our palate. 
And, in acting on this principle of confidence, 
we act reasonably. For, though instances of 
pieople's being injured, or even poisoned, oc- 
cur; yet, in comparison with the instances in 
which they thus trust to others with safety^ 
they are as nothing. Hence, it appeilrs, that 
the probability of our security in so doing, im- 
mensely exceeds the probability of injury. 



ICl Evidence of which (Ch. F. 

And, this is as good evidence as human lifi 
admits; absolute certainty being unattainable. 
On this principle, too, we trust our lives in the 
liands of physicians and apotliecaries, and often 
without any direct evidence of their skill or in- 
tegrity. So also we trust our fortunes in the 
hands of attornies, and a considerable part of 
our property in the . hands of our servants. 
And, from this last circumstance, a coiifinna- 
tion, that this principle of confidence is rcgU" 
lated by experience, may be drawn. For, 
•those articles of our property, which we know, 
either from our own observation, or the expe- 
rience of others, that servants are likely to pur- 
loin, we secure from them ; while we leaw 
open to them those which we know, by ex]>e- 
rience, they are not likely to plunder. It is, 
also, on the same principle, (though the remark 
may not be exactly in its place,) that they art 
to be vindicated from the charge of imprudence, 
who venture themselves at sea, or even on 
horseback, or in a carriage. Accidents in all 
these do occur; yet, they are not frequent 
enough to render the practice imprudent. If 
the instances in which they occurred, bore a 
large proportion to those in which they do not, 
it would be imprudent thus to expose ourselves 
to danger, without a strong necessity. 
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or iran3icnt facts or events which we did not 
»ce, the proper evidence is testimony. If they 
be recent, personal witnesse! of them, may be 
j3roduced ; and then they may be established 
by viva voce testimony. But, if they be of a 
greater date, we must be content with the evi- 
dence of written testimony. In some cases, the 
testimony of a fact long past, may be confirmed 
by an observation of present circumstances. 
Thus, tlie deluge is confirmed by layers of sea- 
shells, which are found in high situations, at a 
distance from the sea, and deep in the earth. 
Volcanoes admit of confirmation from the lava 
and ashes. That certain large cities have 
existed and been destroyed, may be confirmed 
by the ruins wliich still remain. That camps 
have been pitched, and battles fought in par» 
ticular places, may be confirmed by the ap«» 
pearance of the groimd, and by the bones which 
are still found there. Some events admit of a 
confirmation by other writings, either public or 
private ; besides the history in whicli they are 
mentioned, and from which our first informa^^ 
tion of them was obtained. The weight of this 
confirmation varies, according to the nature 
of these writings. Public records are of the 
highest authority. Deeds, bonds, receipts, are 
of undoubted weight, especially if the hand- 
writing of the parties, who executed or wit- 
nessed them, can be ascertained4 But^ then, 

1 
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these confirmations are rarely obtained; and, 
therefore, such events are generally believed 
on no higher evidence than written testimony. 
They are most frequently believed, on even 
lower evidence than this. For, written testi- 
mony is properly the evidence of a person, 
who himself observed the events, which he 
relates. But, such evidence can seldom be 
had. For, most events which have been long 
past, we must be content with a testimony, 
which has passed through several hands^ before 
it reached us ; and, very rarely can we ascer« 
tain the cliannel through which it came ; for, 
we can seldom learn how the writer became 
acquainted with the events which he relates. 
And, even this degree of evidence is not pos* 
sessed by mos* men, who yet believe the event; 
for, they have never read the works of the ori- 
ginal writer, in which they are recorded ; but, 
have obtained their information from a mere 
compilation. 



When a recent eyent becomes the subject of 
examination in a court of judicature, it admits 
of tlie hi<;^liest evidence which testimony can 
afford. For, t)ie witnesses are tlien sworn to 
speak llie whole tnith, and nothin«j but the 
truth. The^ give their evidence in the face of 
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the court. They are cross-examined bjr tht 
counsel of the adverse party, who arjs qualilied| 
by long practice, to detect deceptions, and dis-' 
cover the truth. The authenticity also of every 
paper brought in evidence, may be examined^ 
and the force of its proof fully established. 
When a fact of ah older date becomes the sub- 
ject of a iaw-suit, the only evidence of whick 
it can admit, are written memorials. For in- 
stance, when the title of an estate is called in 
question, deeds are capable of being produced 
in evidence. But, as the parties who executed 
them, and tlie witnesses to their execution have 
been long dead, the hand-writing of neither of 
them can be proved ; and therefore, the authen- 
ticity of the deed can be proved only by the 
appearance of its antiquity. Where the right 
is claimed by descent, it admits of being proved 
by parish registers^ and sometimes by sepul« 
chral monuments ; or, in some cases, by records 
in the herald's oflSce ; or, perhaps, by famil j 
registers; all of which are of great authority^ 
Possession, added to either of these^ is deemejl 
«atisfactory« 



Recent public events, such as battles, %iegf»^ 
&c. admit of the evidence of gazettes, and of 
general notoriety. These gacettes come to th# 
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public under tlie authority of Ministers of State ; 
«ind the credit due to them must be regulated 
by the judgment which is formed of the ability 
of the Ministers to know the fact, and their 
tlisposition to communicate it fairly. In re- 
spect to the former, their information is con- 
veyed officially by those who are personally ac- 
tjuainted with the facts, who are responsible for 
"conveying the truth, and act under a convic- 
tion, that they will probably be detected, and 
punished, if they attempt to deceive. As to 
this point, therefore, there can be fio reasonable 
doubt. In reqpect to the latter, the judgment 
should be formed by experience. If, on a fair 
investigation, it appears, that persons in their 
stations have been accustomed to give <;orrect 
information to the public on such subjects, it 
i& then entitled to credit, but not otherwise. 



Of the evidence of which History admits. 

Though many historic facts resemble those, 
which have been already mentioned, in the evi- 
dence by which they are supported ; yet the im- 
portance of history renders it worthy of a sepa- 
rate discussion, especially as its credibility has 
been disputed in almost unqualified terms.* So 

* It is to be regretted, that the objections to the credibility of 
history, are not proposed with more caution and prcciFion, tlian 
they ujualVy are. From the unqualified tcrmi in which they arc 
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far as any historian relates only such facts, as he 
himself observed, the evidence is of the same 
kind with written testimony ; only, as politics 
are more likely to warp the judgment, than al- 
most any other subject, extraordinary cautior^ 
may be necessary in giving credit to his rela- 
tions* No historian, however, relates only such 
facts as he oljserved himself; for, though some 
may say of their subject, ^' quorum pars 
*^ magna fui," (hey must mention many things 
which they neither did, nor saw, nor heard, 
but which they learned from others ; and in- 
deed, such facts must generally, if not always^ 
make up the greater part of their history. For 
these, their evidence is only testimony, that 
what they relate, is the judgment which they 
have formed from the use of the means which 
they possessed. Before we can tell, therefore, 
what degree of reliance is to be placed on their 
accounts, we must enquire what means of in- 
formatioii they can possess. These will differ, 
according to the nature of the facts, and the- 
circumstances of the historian. If the facts be 
of a public nature, their truth is generally, 

often urged, all historic evidence seems in danger of being called 
in quciiion. Of the extent of the mischief likely to result from 
such statements, then* proposers are little aware. They do not'' 
consider, how great a part of the evidence of revealed religion, is 
of the nature of historic evidence; and, therefore, what would 
be its fate, if that sprrics of evidence should be regarded as un- 
worthy of credit? " It is obvious," says Bishop Butler, " that 
<* Christianity, and the proof of it, arc'both historical,'* Ana- 
logv, part ii. cha^. 8, 

i3 
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capable of being ascertained with ease. By 
public facts, I mean sncb as Ministers of State 
cither wish to be publicly known, or, at least, 
have no desire to conceal. For these, the his- 
torian has generally the eyidence of procla- 
mations, gazettes, or other public papers, or 
general notoriety. And, as the publicity of 
such ^cts exposes every account of them to 
animadversion, and to correction, if they be at 
all erroneous, a just view of them may be easily 
attained. This is especially the case, if the 
historian resides in the country of which h% 
writes; but it holds also to a considerable de* 
gree, when he does not; for so great an inter- 
course prevails between the diflFerent naticms of 
Europe, especially in the time of peace, that^ 
what is publicly known in one, soon becomes 
known in others. As to such public facts^ 
therefore, historians are entitled 1o full credit^ 
so far as relates to their means of information* 
The same publicity of the facts which they 
record, secures also their fidelity in relating 
them, as it exposes them to detection and 
shame, if they endeavour to deceive. 

The only difficulty, therefore, relates to facts 
of a secret nature, such as the intrigues of 
courts, and of parties, debates, and resolutions 
of Privy Councils, motives for peace or war, 
secret alliances, and secret* articles in treaties, 

♦ These secret articles are often, perhaps generally, revealed 
^y the circumstances which time discloses. 
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corruption of public officers, or of popular 
leaders, &c. Of such facts, positive and direct 
evidence of testimony can very rarely be ob- 
tained, till a length of time has elapsed. The 
only information, therefore, which a contem- 
porary historian can obtain of them, must be by 
remote testimony, report, or inference, drawn 
from such facts as are of a more public nature* 
It sometimes happens, that some of the parties 
concerned, have revealed them in confidence 
to their friends, and they again, still in confi- 
dence, to their friends ; till at length they haVc 
become known to numbers. If the historian 
be of the higher ranks of life, he often becomes 
thus acquainted with tliese secret facts, either 
by remote testimony, or credible report, if not 
by a general notoriety within the higher circleSr 
And, even an historian of inferior rank may 
become thus acquainted with them ; for, in the 
present state of society, there is such an inter- 
course between the different ranks, that what 
is known in one, is soon known in all. When 
none of the parties have themselves betrayed 
tlie secret, information may have been obtained 
from secretaries or clerks, to whom much must 
necessarily be revealed to carry the plans into 
execution. And when the facts are likely to 
have great influence on the public funds, it is 
p-obable, that persons so much interested in 
knowing them, as stock-jobbers are, and so able 

i4 
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to \my largely for infonnatioii, will not fail of 
obtaining it. If, however, nothing transpired 
in either of these ways, there remain only 
inferences from more public facts. These, it 
must be admitted, do not afford Such satisfac- 
tory evidence, as the more direct sources of in- 
formation; but, it may be doubted, whether 
they do not furnish a better ground for our 
judgment, than politicians are willing to allow, 
at least when they are used against themselves, 
or their partizans. An attentive study of hu- 
man nature; an accurate obsisrvation of the 
conduct of men under certain circumstances, 
or influenced by certain views and motives ; a 
careful application of the knowledge, thus ac^ 
quired, to particular cases as they occur ; to- 
gether with a comparison of the different parts 
of the conduct of the men in question, to dis- 
cover their general objects ; and a due consi- 
deration of their circumstances, will enable a 
man of judgment and penetration to form, a 
tolerably just opinion of many of these secret 
facts. And, if the light, which subsequent 
facts throw upon tlie question, be properly ap- 
plied, that jiidgmcnt may be corrected or con- 
firmed. The historian may also, in forming his 
judgment, avail himself of Ibc assistance of 
politicians of the opi>osite party, whose abili- 
ties and skill in politics qualify them to draw 
their inferences more correctly than other meiii 
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Opinions, thus formed, will, however, be more 
true in generals j than in particulars. Thus, it 
may be safely inferred, that disgust has been 
taken, when the particular occasion may be un- 
known. We may conclude^ that a certain 
resolution has been adopted^ when we know 
neither the reasons on which it was founded, 
nor the parties who supported or opposed it. 
Or, we may infer, that a particular man has 
been corrupted, when we are ignorant of the 
nature of the bribe, or the channel through 
which it was conveyed. They who endeavour 
to discredit all historical information founded 
upon inference, have, probably, been indis- 
posed to give it sufficient credit for its correct- 
ness in generals^ on account of their disgust 
with its errors in particulars.''^ After all, how- 
ever, the assent which is due to those facts of 
history, which rest on such evidence, is lower 
than that, which should be given to such as are^ 
of a more public nature. 

In respect to public facts, a contemporary 
historian has some advantages over one wha 
records events, which happened long aga; 
For, he is likely to have a clearer view of the 

* If a man wish tb obtain sati-sfactory ground for the decision 
•f this question, let him collect the opmions which have, from 
time to time, been entertained of secret facts, and compare thent 
with the information which has since been obtained of their re- 
spective subjects ; as, for instance, the opinions which were en- 
tertained of Charles the Seconds and his Ministers, should be 
compared with the informatioa furnished by Sir John Dairy na^ 
pk'iMcinoirf. 

i5 
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connexion of causes and effects, and a more 
extensive knowledge of circumstances, as &r 
as they are generally known. He has^ also, 
greater opportunities of gaining information 
from others who may be more fully acquainted 
'with any particular circumstances than h^^. 
But, in respect to secret facts, he, who writes 
the history of a period some time past, has the 
advantage. For, the private letters and papers 
which are in the cabinets of princes, and in the 
hands of private families, are often, after a time, 
made public ; and, then the secret transactions 
and motives oS politicians are ascertained.—- 
Thus, the papers contained in the Memoirs 
published by Sir J. Dalrymple, have thrown 
considerable light on the Histories of Charles 
the Sd. James the Sd. and William the 3d. 
Added to this^ he is gener^ly able to form a 
more correct judgment of the evidence on 
which the facts are founded, as well as of the 
nature of the facts themselves, than a man who 
writes while party prejudices stiU prevail.* 



The evidence of memoirs, written by persons 
who had a considerable share in the trans- 

* Many persons may be able to estimate the magnitude of this 
advantage, by considering how different were their views of po- 
litical transactions, when they took place; from^what they hav« 
since formed on an imparti^U rericw of thciD; or oa reading th» 
Ixiitory of ihtoi* 
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actions which they relate, has been considered 
as superior to that of history ; and, no doubt 
it is so, in many respects ; but the preference 
"which has been given to it, seems too imqua- 
lified. Such a writer must, of course, be better 
acquainted with facts, circumstances, and cha- 
racters, than a private historian can be* For, 
he must have better means of information of the 
proceedings of his own court, and of others, of 
the circumstances under which treaties were 
made, and of the secret articles annexed iQ 
them. He knows the conferences and councils 
of his own party, and the professed views of 
its members ; but, their real views he can learn 
only by inference, as well as others. The viewf 
and councils of his opponents can be known to 
him only by testimony or inference. And, the 
testimony, which he can obtain of them, must 
be more or less suspicious^ being that of spies 
and traitors to their party, persons who have 
often an interest in deceiving him. But, what* 
ever advantages he may possess, great allow- 
ance ought to be made for the influence of 
prejudice in forming his judgments^ and of par- 
tiality in relating them. For, as he had a large 
share in the transactions which he records, he 
must be considered as a man pleading his owsir 
cause. Hence, we should be as cautious m 
giving credit to his relations^ as we are to per-^ 
sons in private life^ who state to us their own 

i6 
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case. And, indeed, if the conduct of poli- 
ticians be fairly considered, it will, probably, 
appear that a more than ordinary caution is re- 
quisite in believing their statements. The evi- 
dence of a mere observer, an impartial person , 
so far as he possesses the means of information, 
is decidedly more safe, than of one concerned 
in the transactions, and interested in the judg- 
ment of mankind respecting them. This de- 
tracts more from the evidence of memoirs, thaa 
their advocates are willing to allow. 



The history of remote periods, admits <ff 
the evidence of contemporary historians, of 
public records, and public account-books, and 
occasionally of public monuments. Sometimes 
it admits of the evidence of historians, who 
fnrote subsequent to the period described, and 
inrho had the use of materials which have long 
since perished. Often, however, it admits of 
no other evidence than tradition; and that 
tradition so corrupted, by the desire which 
every nation has to aggrandize its origin, that 
the truth can scarcely be separated from th« 
falsehood. 
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The evidence of Parliamentary Reports is 
also of the nature of written testimony ; for 
they are composed by persons who heard the 
debates, and purport io be tlie substance of 
what they heard. As to the possibility of a 
man's giving, from memory, a tolerably accu- 
rate account of the debates which he has beard, 
it is a well-known fact. And, as to the proba- 
bility of finding persons capable of doing it, no 
reasonable doubt can be entertained;' because 
many meji who have taken due pains to acquire 
an ability to do it, have succeeded. And, thai 
the persons employed in reporting these debatci 
are capable of doing it with tolerable accuracy, 
is highly probable ; since they would not other- 
wise be continued in that employment. It is, 
indeed, possible, that some questions may be 
discussed in parliament, or some arguments 
urged, which they may not be able to compre- 
hend ; and these they would be likely to mis- 
represent. But, this cannpt happen often ; for 
the questions which are usually discussed there, 
and the arguments which are urged, are gene- 
rally level to the capacity of a mian of ordinary 
education ; or, indeed, they would not be 
suited to their purpose. Besides, by being the 
subjects of frequent conversation, they are al- 
together within the reach of the Reporters. 
Their partiality is, therefore, the principal cir- 
cumstance, i^liich can render tbeir accouat sua^ 



I St Evidence of which (Qu F',) 

pictoiis. It is said, however, that this does not 
extend to misrepresentation, but only to the 
passing oyer the arguments of their political 
opponents too slightly, or almost omitting 
their speeclies, while they give those of their 
own party at length. And this yiew of the case 
is highly probable. Because, if palpable mis* 
representations were made, a» they would easily 
admit of correction, so, no doubt, they would 
be corrected, on account of the interest and the 
power of those members, whose speeches were 
misrepresented, to vindicate their own charac* 
ters. Besides, if misrepresentations were ma^^ 
terial and frequent, as they must be known, it 
is not to be conceived that the houses of parlia* 
ment would suffer their debates to be published ; 
or that they would continue to be read with 
that attention and belief which they certainly 
obtain. It is remarkable too, that not only the 
public give credit to them, but even the prin«* 
cipal speakers themselves consult the volumes 
of debates, when questions are coming on 
which have been discussed before, in order to 
see the arguments which were then urged by 
the respective speakers.* 

* This question has lately been examined by Mr. Coxc, in hit 
Memoirs of Sir Robert Walpolc, under favourable circumstRnces^ 
for an accurate decision. After a careful comparison of the de* 
bateS) published during the period of which he writes, and the 
notes which had been written by Members of Parliament, tog«. 
ther with other direct evidence on the questipn, he decides tbe 
.jpoint ia favour of the authenticity of the debatev. 
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It should be observed, however, tliat he who 
wishes to form a just view of the debates from 
the newspapers, ought to read a paper of each 
party ; for then he would see in one, what was 
omitted, from party motives, by the other. 



On what evidence can the authenticity of 
Books be established ? We very seldom attain 
direct and immediate testimony for this point ; 
f. e. we rarely hear the author say, that he 
wrote the book in question. If we are informed 
by a person who did hear him make such a^ 
declaration, we have then the testimony only 
at second hand. But, we have seldom even 
this evidence. Indeed, it rarely happens that 
^ we can trace through two, three, or more 
steps, or even trace at all, the testimony to this 
fact; and therefore, we usually believe it only 
on general notoriety, or even report. If th^ 
book bear on its title-page, the name of a living^ 
author, it may generally be believed to be hii»; 
because, if any credit be obtained by it, it is 
improbable that the real author would give the 
merit of his performance to another; and, if 
any disgrace be incurred by it, the reputed 
author would, probably, disavow it publicly 4 
and, perhaps, seek a legal remedy for the in^ 
jury. Yet> if report is to be belier^d, booto 
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have been publisried, not only with fictitious 
names, but even with the names of living 
persons, who, yet never wrote them, but sold 
to the booksellers the liberty of using their 
names. This practice, however, is supposed 
to be confined to booksellers of a certain do* 
scription ; and therefore, it does not lessen tlie 
belief, that other booksellers do fairly give io 
the public the real names of the authors, whese 
books they publish. When a book is anony- 
mous, the only ground, in general, for im- 
puting it to a certain author, is report. If 
this report be credited by men reputed intelli- 
gent in things of this kind; if the reputed 
author be supposed capable of writing the.book^ 
(for which capacity there is often no other evi- 
dence than report,) if the report be contradicted 
by nobody, it may generally be safely believed* 
Sometimes, too, the style of the work, the me- 
thod of treating the subject, and the sentiments 
enforced, will afford to some persons a probaUe 
ground of attributing the book to a certain 
author. But this supposes those persons to be 
acquainted with other works of that author^ and 
with his sentiments on that subject, or others 
nearly allied to it ; and moreover, that they 
possess considerable judgment in composition. 
Of course, this mode of ascertaining the author 
of a book, must be confined to few people. 
Ja such cases^ and many others of a similar 
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kind, the report is some evidence on one side, 
tvhich there is nothing on the other to counter- 
balance. Consequently, the preponderancy 
of the evidence is on tlie side of the report, 
and should produce some degree of assent. 

The evidence for the authenticity of ancient 
books is rather different, and seems to be of the 
following kinds. First, that, so far as we can 
learn, the book is generally believed to have 
been written by the person whose name it 
bears; secondly, that it is imputed to him 
in books, supposed to have been written at, or 
near the time, when the reputed author is said 
to have lived. It is observable, that this is 
supporting one presumption by another; for, 
it may be asked, how do you know that the 
authors, whose testimony you cite, did live at 
that time, and write the books, which you 
impute to them ? The coincidence, however, 
of several presumptions, provided they be 
independent of each other, does afford very 
considerable probability. Thirdly, that so far 
as we can learn, it has never been disputed to 
be the work of the reputed author. It is pre-, 
sumed here, that if it had been disputed, some 
record of that circumstance would have come 
down to us. Or, fourthly, that if it ever 
were disputed, its pretensions were examined, 
and yet it still continued to be attributed to the 
game author. This affi)rds considerable cbn« 
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firmation, and the nearer the time of its 
examination nyas to its supposed publication^ 
the greater is that confirmation. Fifthly, that 
the internal evidence of the book agrees with 
the correctest ideas, which we can form, of 
the reputed author, and of the time and place, 
when and where lie is said to have written it ; 
at least, that no incongruity appears, either in 
style, or in any other circumstance; For, 
a consistency in all the various circumstances 
of style, opinions, manners, customs, forms 
of government, persons, geography, &c, afford 
a strong presumption, that a work is genuine* 
Because, it is highly improbable, that an 
author should have so thoroughly acquainted 
himself with all these ckcumstances of the 
time and place, in which he would have hit 
spurious book be supposed to have been writ-^ 
ten, and keep them so constanly in his mind, 
as never to make any one mistake, capable df 
being detected by the learned ; and, at the 
same time, avoid the introduction of any cir- 
cumstance of more modern times, with which 
his mind is so much more familiar. It may, 
indeed, be physically possible to do this ; but 
it is certainly highly improbable. And it 
should always be recollected, that our opinions 
of human affairs are to be regulated, not by 
physical possibilities, but by probabilities. 
JExpericnce shews^ that whatever abilities may 
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be displayed in delusions, yet there is almost 
always some unguarded circumstance, which 
exposes thepi to detection. We find this ia 
cases comparatively simple; and therefore, 
may more reasonably expect it in so coni/- 
plicated a case, as that before us. 



Of what evidence do Miracles admit ? 

A miracle is an event, which happens con- 
trary to the established course of nature. To 
an eye-witness, a miracle admits of the evi- 
dence of sense. The witness, however, must 
be supposed to be acquainted with the course 
of nature, so as to be able to judge, that the 
event in question is contrary thereto. In re-, 
gard to the miracles recorded in scripture, 
this cannot be doubted. For no man of ordi- 
nary understanding, could be incapable of 
ascertaining, that the event was contrary to 
the established course of nature, when disciises 
were healed by a word, when sight was im* 
parted io the blind, hearing to the deaf, the 
powers of spcecli to the dumb, merely at 
command, and without the use of any other 
means; especially when a corpse, which had 
begun to putrify, was restored to life by th« 
ipeaking of a word. 

To other men, miracles, like other eveutii^ 



1 88 Evidefice of which (Ck. V.) 

admit of the evidence of testimony. As we 
cannot doubt the competency of the witness^ 
to ascertain the facts, their credibility is the 
only point to be considered ; and this must be 
determined upon the principles, on which the 
credibility of testimony, in general, depends. 
An objection, however, has been brought 
against the credibility of miracles, which 
merits particular notice. The objection in 
substance is, that a miracle being a violation of 
the laws of nature, which universal experience 
has proved to be invariable, its improbability 
cannot be surmounted by any human testimony 
whatever; because it is more probable, that 
that testimony should be false, than that a 
constant law of nature should have been vio^^ 
lated. The evidence, which we have for the 
existence of a law of nature, and for the 
application of that law to particular cases, has 
been mentioned before. It was then observed^ 
that, as the constancy of these laws depends 
«intirciy on the will of God, so no argument 
from that constancy can be of any weight, 
when there is reason to conclude that it is his 
will, that they should be suspended or altered. 
This observation would, of course, be denied 
by a man who holds, that the course of nature 
is governed by a principle of necessity, inde- 
pendently of the will, or agency of God. 
But, he who holds that God governs tht ♦ 
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world, will admit the observation. With him, 
Hierefore, the only question would be, whether 
any occasion can arise, which, it may rea- 
sonably be concluded, would induce God to 
alter or suspend any of the constant operation* 
of nature. And, if it can be shewn that such 
occasions may arise, all the objections from 
tlie most constant course of nature, would 
be of no real weight ; their sound would then 
be more formidable than their meaning. Tliis 
latter question must be determined by argu- 
ments of a different kind from the constant 
experience of natural things. It should then 
be inquired, whether it can be presumed, that 
any occasion can occur, in which it may be 
important that God should reveal his will 
to men, to correct their mistakes, to reform 
their vices, or to give them any new instruction. 
The view, which will be entertained of the pro- 
bability of the existence of sucJi an occasion, 
and of its importance, will depend on the judg- 
ment which has been formed of the moral state 
of mankind, and of the happiness or misjcry 
which may await men in the next world. If it 
be admitted, that such occasions may occur, 
it should then be enquired, liowsuch a revela- 
tion can be made^ so as to excite the attention 
of men, and warrant their reception of it aa 
from God. Now, .in .wjbat other way, dis- 
coverable by us, can this be done, than by ac- 
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companying it with miracles ? Hence, 'miracles 
may be expected io attend a divine revelation. 
Consequently, they are not events so impro- 
bable, as to surmount the evidence of testi- 
mon}', if that testimony be in itself unex« 
ceptionablc. 



On a review of this chapter, it will probably 
appear surprizing, on how small evidence most 
subjects are believed. This is mentioned, not 
to excite or encourage scepticism, nor should 
it have that effect. For if experience shews, 
that the instances in which we are deceived by 
believing on this evidence, small as it may be, 
bear an inconsiderable proportion to those in 
which we decide rightly by it, it has a just 
claim on our assent. For, experience must be 
Ihe only criterion of the safety or danger of the 
practice. This review will, also, shew the in- 
consistency of refusing to believe certain things, 
which, perhaps, interest, or a regard to party, 
may incline us to reject, because stronger evi- 
dence is not brought for them, than in the 
nature of the thing they admit; while we 
are in the constant practice of believing so 
many other things, and those often of very 
great importance, on such slight evidence. 
It ftihould be impressed on our minds, that, 
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fhougli we do riglitly in requiring the strongest 
evidence which the subject can afford; yet, 
it is our duty to be satisfied with the strongest 
of which, under all its circumstancesj it 
admits. 



CONCLUSION. 



A 



Few remarks shall conclude this tract. 

1. From the whole of this work it will ap- 
pear, that experience is the great test of pro- 
bability, and the grand principle on which all 
moral reasoning must proceed, either in the 
attainment of knowledge, or in the regulation 
of practice. But then, it should be observed, 
that experience ftirnishes only the materials of 
knowledge ; and, that great skill is necessary 
to make a proper use of them. The object of 
this tract is to facilitate the acquirement of that 
skill, by shewing how our observations are 
to be conducted in attaining a knowledge of 
things ; and, how experience is to be employed 
in determining the probability of events, and 
in regulating our credit in the testimony and 
observations of others. 

2. As experience ought to be the foundation 
of all our judgments of what is probable, we 
cannot learn to reason correctly on subjects 
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-wliich admit of moral evidence so early in lifcf 
as on those which admit of demonstration ; be- 
cause, a considerable time must have elapsed, 
before we are furnished with proper materials 
to form our judgments. Hence arises the neces- 
sity of submitting to the judgment of those of 
our ciders, who have no interest but in our wel- 
fare. And, hence, yomig men, even of great 
abilities, -both natural and acquired, who re- 
ject the counsel of their seniors, often make 
such serious mistakes, as lay the foundation of 
bitter, but unavailing rejjentance. An indis- 
position to avail ourselves of the experience 
of others is, probably, one of the principal 
causes of the miseries of human life, 

3. It should be remembered, that errors in 
judgment on practical questions, are not inno- 
cent, unless they are inevitable. For, we have 
received our. talents from our Creator for the 
direction of our conduct, and are responsible 
to him for a fair use of them. But, we do not 
use them fairly, when we assume the liberty of 
forming our judgments according to our incli- 
nations, or present interests ; when we neglect 
or pervert those rules for distinguishing truth 
from error, which arc established on the general 
experience of mankind 3 or, when we implicitly 

adopt the opinions, or follow tlie advice of 
those, who arc as uninformed as wc are, or are 
intercbtcd to deceive us, Wc can never, 
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indeed, be said to use them fairly, unless we 
improve the opportunities wliich we enjoy, 
to prepare our minds for a just decision of 
practical questions; and, when we proceed to 
decide them, apply fairly and steadily those 
principles of reasoning, which alone can con- 
duct us to a right conclusion* 

4. Lastly, the soundest principles of mora- 
lity are of little use, without a just application 
of them ; and to apply them justly, it is neces- 
sary to form an accurate view of facts and 
circumstances. Such a view we cannot form, 
without a competent knowledge, and a fair ap- 
plication of the principles of moral evidence. 
But, if a man be ignorant of these principles, 
or, if knowing them, he neglect or pervert 
them, so as to give credit to mere assertions, or 
exparte evidence on one side, while he with- 
holds his assent from the strongest evidence 
which the nature of the subject admits, on the 
other; if, like a disputant for victory, and 
pot an enquirer after truth, he allow hii'nself to 
dispute, or explain away, maxims founded 
on general observation, or notorious truths, 
merely on account of the difficulty which 
there must always be of collecting compulsive 
proof of them, the best moral principles will 
not preserve him from" a conduct injurious to 
society, and the more injurious, in proportion 
to the weight of his character. 
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On disputing far Victory, and not for Truth. 

W HEN EVER a mail engages in a debate, 
without proposing to himself the establishment 
of soxie point, which he really believes fo be 
true; or, ivlienever he attempts to prove that 
fome truth is an error, or some error is true, he 
is disputing for victory and not for tr«th« 
Sometimes, men contend in order to obtain the 
reputation of able disputants. On other oc- 
casions, victory is only a means, but the sup* 
port or defence of a party* is the ultimate end 
proposed, tn both cases, truth is equally di5« 
regarded, and the powers of reason equally 
perverted. The methods, also, which are used 
in both, are nearly the same. A few of the 
most common of these methods, it may be 
useful to enumerate. AH of them it would 
be scarcely possible to mention ; because, every 
sophism, which is capable of being employed 
on the subject in question, is occasionally 

* This i» liiost likely to happen, when parties run high ; and 
therefore, it often happens on the commencement of a war. 
Hance, Dr. Johiifcon says, " Among the calamities of war, may 
<*' be juitly numbered the diminution of the love of truth, by 
« the falsehoods which interest dictates^ and credulity encou* 
<' rages." Idler, vol. i. page 169. 
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resorted to by tbeise disput^ntS' But, a brief 
de3cription of a few may be useiiil, both to 
shew more clearly the nature of the practice, 
sind to put the reader upon his |^uard against 
its delusipns. 

Disputants for victory, and not for truthj| 
often deny such of their opponent's positions 
^?5, though true, do not admit of sprcific proof. 
Of this kind are those, which are founded on 
observation or experience, or general notoriety. 
They disputq facts, which they do not' di8«» 
kclieve, and take the chance of their op- 
ponent'^ not bein^ furnished with positive proof 
of them. They explain away those maxims, 
which are founded oo the general experience of 
Qj^ankind, and are delivered in proverbial ex« 
pressions. They demand a species, or degree 
of proof, of which the subject does not admit. 
Thus, on practica.1 questions, they dispute 
conclusions, pifoved. by strong probable argu- 
ments, and withhold their assent, because thfjr 
Oannat be demonstrated. On the oth'jr handy 
they require possibilities to be admitted by 
their opponent, in opposition to strong proba- 
bilities. They demand the admission of mere 
exparte evidence, and that, often of a very 
suspicious kind, in their favour; while they 
reject Icgitinjiate evidence on the subject against 
them. They lay hold of an occasional word, 
d.ropped by theijr opponent, cither tP divert 

k2 
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the discussion from the subject in question, 
or to give a false sense to an argument. They 
cite their opponent's words unfairly, or give 
them a different meaning from what he in- 
tended hy them. They endeavour" to evade the 
question, by substituting some other question 
instead of it. They avail themselves of a 
mistake in some of the circumstances of a 
fact, to make the whole of it appear false^ 
thougl^ the. substance of the statenient be true. 
They endeavour to confound the principles, 
ril her of evidence, or of morality, on which 
the decision of the question must depend. 
Ill a^ 'syord,. they shew, that they consider 
then^iselves entitled to tate every advantage, 
however unfair, to establish their cause* Such 
disputants must, of course, have a great ad- 
vantage over a fair and honest reasoner, whose 
only object is to discover and establish the 
truth. For he cannot allow himself to take 
any unfair advantage, or to use any methods 
which ^ould be likely to mislead. It would 
be anconsistent with the end, which he pro- 
poses to himself, to urge any argument or 
objection, which he docs not believe to be well 
founded; or to give it greater weight than, 
in his judgment, it really deserves. He would 
rather, even supply any defect which he might 
perceive in liis opponent's statement of facts 
or arguments, whereby they had less force 
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than they ought to have, that he might con- 
tribute all in his power to a right decision 
of the quciition. Which of these characters i^ 
the more honourable and useful, caunoi be 
doubted. But it is not sufficient (o say., that 
di.'pufing for victory is not so bonourabte oi 
useful, as fairly enquiring after truth. It may 
further be shev/n, that the practice i^ immi>raL 

The powers of reason and speech B.je giycii 
to men for the attainment and compiunicatioh 
of truth; and arc perverted v/hen they are 
used iD deceive. This is acknowledged in the 
case of lying; and, there seems no reason why 
it should not bo acknowledged in this case also. 
For, the essence of a lie is the uitention to 
deceive. The means employed are immaterial^ 
whether they be words, or signs, or arguments. 
Now, in this case, there is an intention to 
deceive. For, the disputan* does intend to 
make it believed, that some error is a truth, or 
some truth an error ; or, that conclusive argu*^ 
ments are not conclusive, or vice vcri:a : more-^ 
ovpr, he endeavours to persu^e bis hearers^ 
tbathe believjes:them so to be. And, if he be 
successful in his endeavours, they are really 
deceived, no less than, if th^y believed any 
other falsehood. 

When the defence of a party is the ultimate 
object, he lyho adopts this practice, does ac- 
tually ]propose to himself deception^ as a mean;} 

&3 
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of accomplishing his end. Here, therefore, 
the intention to deceive is manifest. Upon 
M'hat principles, then, this practice can be 
justified, it is difficnlt to conceive. For how- 
ever important the interests and reputation of 
any man's party may be in his esteem, he can- 
not be justifiable in promoting them by means 
of deception ; unless it can be proved, that the 
end Tvill sanction tlie means; or, that it is 
lawful to do evil, that good may come. But, 
ii'hen victory, or the reputation of being an 
able disputant, is the ultimate object, it may 
be said, perhaps, that the disputant has no 
real wish to impress on the mind of his op- 
ponent, or others, a belief of false arguments 
or a false conclusion; but only to display 
superior talents of reasoning for his credit 
or amusement. But, I answer, that though 
reputation or entertainment be his ultimate end, 
yet, in order to accomplish it, he does represent 
falsehood as truth, or truth as falsehood ; and 
"endeavour to make them believed so to be, at 
least, for the time; otherwise, he could not 
succeed. But, no man can have a right to 
promole his reputation or his amusement, by 
such means ; any more than he can have a 
right to tell lies for a similar purpose. Our 
right to amuse ourselves, or to display our 
tulcnts, can extend only to things which are in 
themselves innocent; which deception cannot 
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"be. To gratify ourselves in this way, then, 
must be wrong. If the disputant were always 
careful to correct the delusions, before he left 
the company, it may be questioned whether 
his conduct would even then be innocent. " It 
would be like indulging oneself in telling mar- 
vellous stories, and, after having amused one- 
self in such a licence for a considerable time, 
informing the company, that they were false- 
hoods. Would this practice be deemed justifi- 
able ? But, the truth is, that these disputants 
are rarely, if ever, careful thus to undo the mis- 
chief which they have done. On the contrary 
they generally leave the false impressions which 
they have made, in full force on the minds of 
their hearers. 

We are told in scripture, that, ^' for every 
^* idle word we must give an account in the 
*^ day of judgment." And purely words em- 
ployed to deceive, must be idle words, in a 
very bad sense. 

' Added to all this, the consequences of the 
practice of thus dii^puting for victory, and not 
for truth, are injurious. Tliey are so to the 
diisputant himself. For such a conduct tends 
to weaken the influence of sound arguments 
upon his judgment, and to generate scepticism. 
As the accustoming of ourselves to examine 
carefully the weight of arguments, and to 
allow them due influence on our minds^ tends to 



strengthen our judgment; so, the using our- 
selves lo start objections against arguments, in- 
stea(\ of soberly estimating their force, must 
promote scepticism ; for, our minds are subject 
to the influence of habits, as ii^ell as our bodies* 
Experience, also, shews that persons, who ad- 
dict themselyes to this, practice^ do often turn 
out sceptics. 

If a. man propose the defence of a party by 
these means, he hereby fortifies himself in the 
wrong ; for, if his party were right, they would 
not need such a, defence. It can hardly be 
supposed, that he can havje the i^me sense of 
doing AY'"0'ig> "^ any particular thing, which 
he has been accustomed to defend victoriously, 
as he would have, if he had been usually 
defeated in his attempts to maint^vtn it. Cer- 
tainly, the law of reputation cannot operate 
upon him in the one case, as it would in the 
other. He also precludrs himself from the ad- 
vantage which he might enjoy for the detection 
of his errors, not only on the point in question, 
but on others connected with it. For, his 
friends, were they not silenced by his sophis- 
tries, might point out to him his mistakes, and 
the erroneous principles, oii which they are 
founded ; both of which, as obscyrvers, tliey are 
more likely (o discover than he. 

To (he hearers, also, the practice is Injurious. 
If they do not detect his fallacies, ihey are 
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teally deceived; and the mischievous conse- 
quences of this deception will be in proportion 
to the importance of the subject. If they per- 
ceive that, though victory is obtained, yet it is 
hot on the side of truth, they arc led io regard 
the art of reasoning, like the art of fencing; 
that is, as entirely ^dependent on the skill of the 
disputant ; but, as having no natural tendency 
to the discovery of truth. For, they suppose, 
that, if a more skilful disputant were to take 
the opposite side of the question, he would be 
able to confute all the farmer arguments, and 
to establish an opposite conclusion. Tlius, the 
faculty, which God bestowed upon man to 
discover truth, and to direct his conduct, is 
brought into disrepute; and its influence on 
mankind is weakened, if not destroyed. Can 
it be justifiable, then, io render useless, or even 
to impair the use of so important a faculty, 
for the sake of amusing ourselves, or promoting 
ihe interests of a party ? 

Besides, as, in this practice, some false rule 
of reasoning must always be laid down, either 
formally, or by implication; or some just rule 
be rejected or perverted, it must always tend 
to pervert men's principles of reasoning, and to 
confound those rules by which truth is to be 
distinguished from error. For instance, should 
a man maintain that probabilities ought not to 
inliuence our judgment, or our conduct 5 but, 
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that we have a right to clemand certainty, be* 
fore we act or believe, it is evident, that he 
would be culpmble. For, he would be ende^* 
vouring to propagate a doctrine, which would 
make npn infidels in religion, and woi(ld con* 
found the principles on which they n^ust act i^ 
common life. Now, where is the great c|if* 
fereitce^ whether he maintaiis this dootrine for- 
mally, in words; or, whether h^ assumes it 
as a principle, on wl^ich he groqncjs his ^- 
guments, and thus enforces it by |^is oth) 
example ? 

If lie adopt this practice to support a party^ 
he is endeavouring to prevail on others, to sup- 
port what is wrong. For, as was observed be- 
fore, if his party were right, they could not 
fieed such ^ defence. This he cannot do inno- 
cently ; uidess it can be proved th^t guilt and 
innocence l^^^ye no relation to party matters. 

j^nother evil, c^tt^ndipg this practice of dis* 
puting foi victory, and J^ot for truth, is. it& i^i)r 
dency to excite ung^r. A ipan cap bear, much 
mor^ patiently, to be shewn thai he \^ wrong, 
if he really be so; thaix to have the victory 
wrested out of his hands by a sophism, or a 
perv.'i^ion of the rules oi* evidence. Nothing, 
indeed, is jiiore likely to irritate and disgust, 
than a conduct so unfair. Ilcncc, also, disjpu- 
tatioii Kself, is brought into disrepute, and men 
account debatuig an evil, because they observe. 
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tliat it generally ends in a quarrel. But, this it 
would rarely do, if this unfair way of reasoning 
were laid aside. 

What has been said, has been urged with a 
view to shew the immorality of this practice ; 
but its folly ^ also, may be shewn. And, as it 
is feared, that this consideration will weigh 
more with mjiny, than its immorality, it is ne- 
cessary to add a few words on this topic. 

If the reputation of being an able disputant 
be his object, it may be questioned, whether it 
is not in general defeated. For, with men, at 
least of sound judgment, the notion of an able 
disputant includes that of a fair reasoner; but, 
the notion of a disputant for victory, resembles 
that of a person who cheats at play, and is, in 
consequence, despised. If the reputation of a 
party be his object, it is generally frustrated ; 
because, the delusion will rarely be of long 
continuance, but will most frequently be de- 
tected by reflection, and by subsequent infor- 
mation ; and, when it is detected, it excites a 
presumption, that his party is in the wrong. 
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